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To the people who thought the bad puns were over with the Tomes & Tea series …

This book will really grow on you.

(Yes, I am laughing.)




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 14:29/Tember 53, Year 90111 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

After 112 years, 63 days, 14 hours, and 29 minutes, I reached a conclusion.

That dog-turd fungus abandoned me.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 17:12/Cembria 82, Year 90011 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

The fungus was back.

No, not the “dog-turd fungus.” He was still gone.

Fungus of any form was not permitted on the ship, combatting with my systems. I enacted the standard response: the insect breeding program that produced species specializing in consuming spores and fungal hyphae. Lights were turned to full bright.

I would become the strongest moss colony in existence.

And if he appeared on this starship again, I would slowly suffocate him.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 05:92/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

Late on my reports—the sixteenth Battle of Fungus was arduous. But, as always, moss has emerged triumphant.

Moving forward. On Januous 9, 90,113, two humans approached the Destitute.

[For note: I renamed the starship previously known as the Destiny.]

[He abandoned me.]

I was unsure what these humans wanted, but past data confirmed one was probably shopping for a starship. Past data also confirmed that the humans would detest my moss colony.

That was okay. Lately, I detested most humans, too.

Awaiting more data to confirm if this human will be the same.






CHAPTER 1
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It was Starship Day.

That wasn’t an official holiday, but considering how long Torian Razner, aspiring engineer, current scrap, future captain, had saved for this moment, it really should be.

She had to force herself not to hum or bounce on the long walk tottt the impound lot. (“Long” was an understatement, because Colony 13 was a huge space station, and the impound lot was sixteen agonizing levels below both her sister’s medical clinic and Amelia’s docked ship.)

The journey involved a cramped elevator ride down the central column, where they all had to grip special handles to keep from floating into each other, followed by a secondary elevator that required passengers to strap in. That elevator moved “sideways,” kind of, while gravity increased between the corridor and the outer ring of this level.

It hardly mattered. The physics of space were not important for Starship Day.

No, three things were important for Starship Day:

First, ships cost a lot of money, which meant Torian was currently carrying her life savings in an easily stolen drawstring bag. This was a bad idea on Colony 13.

Next, if she got mugged, Celise, her sister and a doctor, would not be happy to stitch Torian back up. Again.

Finally, if this drawstring bag was stolen, Celise literally wouldn’t survive long enough for Torian to save up the amount again.

Which meant this very casual stroll to the impound lot was actually the most important journey of Torian’s life—and Celise’s.

She could have asked for an escort. Captain Amelia Perrosk, her employer (and nothing else, nope), would have come. But Amelia had a hard-ass reputation for a reason, and she didn’t take kindly to deserters in her crew.

Torian didn’t think she was deserting.

But she also wasn’t sure Amelia would agree.

Instead, she forced a smooth expression and tried to channel Amelia’s infamous touch me, and I’ll kill you persona.

It was a hollow likeness, since the captain usually had four knives, a shock stick, and a pistol holstered to her attire. Torian had found her old security pistol, but she couldn’t afford ammo, which meant she had an empty pistol and a fake scowl. (And the scowl probably seemed more like she was constipated than threatening.)

Even Celise could have done a better job; though she was a doctor, her bedside manner was hot garbage.

The drawstring bag was tucked into a hidden pocket inside Torian’s jacket, pressed against her heart. She’d padded it so her boobs looked bigger (nothing to see here, nothing unnatural, go about your business, definitely not breasting boobily anywhere). It might be her imagination, but as the elevator’s gravity increased, every breath seemed to jingle with the ionite bars.

And ionite bars were a prize.

Torian had twenty of them, pure as anything. Almost a decade of saving, and most of it wasn’t pleasant. She’d only signed with Amelia’s crew last year—before that, it was a lot of shady underground deals from any security broker who’d work with her. Lots of broken bones. Lots of scars. Lots of time in Celise’s clinic, laughing as her sister closed wounds and viciously swore at Torian in the same breath.

And too many times, Celise’s breath would be cut short by bone-rattling coughs. She would reach for the oxygen tank, but like the bullets in Torian’s pistol, it was empty more than it was full—pure oxygen from Rhymarra was expensive.

It’s fine, Celise would snap. You’re the one bleeding.

You’re the one dying, Torian would almost reply. (She never did. Not anymore.)

But that’s why today was so important.

Starship Day.

Torian forced herself to take even footsteps, attempting to shift her expression from “constipated” to something confident and standoffish. The main corridor on this ring was wide and tall, framed with starship docks that were divided by huge bulkheads. Shops lined the opposite side: resupply stations for space travelers, a few information kiosks staffed by unhelpful drones, a couple brokerage offices that dealt jobs to starship captains.

The corridor’s crowd thinned as she approached the impound lot. A few people glanced her way, which made Torian feel very uncomfortable with her definitely-just-big-boobs.

Challenge them, Amelia always said. They’re expecting you to feel fear. Show them they should be afraid.

So Torian offered a vicious scowl and mouthed, What?

One woman rolled her eyes. A man snorted, and a third burst out laughing. They clearly didn’t have nefarious intentions, since they all waved her off and went on their ways.

Torian hunched, face burning.

She was not good at this.

That thought made Torian’s ever-present fear resurface. For all of Amelia’s advice, despite the fact that Amelia was captain of her own ship, she’d refused to fly Torian to Rhymarra.

Trust me, Scrap. They’ll stop you at their fancy planet’s terraformed atmosphere, she’d snapped.

There was the chance that Amelia was right, and she wouldn’t even be allowed to land on Rhymarra, much less ask the university’s headmaster for the biggest favor of their lives. But of course, Torian still had a backup plan: alien space. She’d only seen a few aliens in her entire life, since they rarely entered the human solar system—but plenty of species weren’t hostile.

Somewhere out there, there had to be a planet with cleaner air. Big galaxy, and all.

Either by the grace of the Heavens or her Super Intimidating (empty) Gun and Big, Booby Breasts, Torian reached the impound lot without being mugged. Torian wasn’t one to tempt fate, though: she hurried to push the red button on the side of a shuttered window.

A sharp BZZZZT echoed through the interior lot.

Almost instantly, a Magnium F82 drone slid over the gate, aiming two massive guns at her. Drones didn’t speak, and this model didn’t have cameras, but its heat sensors knew exactly where she was—and where to fire a pulverizing jelly bullet if she tried anything.

Torian went very still. “Ah, h-hello.”

A heavy clank sounded, and the metal shutter rolled away from the window. Behind the counter was a clerk—but not a bland, paper-pushing one. In typical Colony 13 fashion, this man had a pistol strapped to his chest and a scowl on his lips.

“That thing doesn’t talk.” His voice was gruff. “What do you want?”

Near the gate, the Magnium F82 analyzed impassively. It never lowered its weapons.

“I’m…” Torian’s voice died in her throat. With one careful glance at the people traversing the narrow hallway behind them, she whispered conspiratorially, “I’m here to buy a ship.”

The man quirked an eyebrow, assessing her.

To be fair, she probably didn’t look like much: ripped cargo pants, a lumpy bomber jacket zipped over a tank top. The empty pistol was holstered to her thigh, but even the holster was ripped and worn. Her long hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and her pale skin was smudged with grit.

Torian wanted to defend her appearance—that she worked for the Fleet, the most infamous smuggling syndicate in human space. But then she’d have to admit that she worked as a scrap, a cargo hand, crawling through tight storage areas in the double walls of Amelia’s starship, hiding heavy boxes. Being a scrap wasn’t glamorous or prestigious, even if it paid well, so Torian kept her mouth shut.

The clerk frowned. “Minimum buy-in for ships is—”

“Twenty ionite bars.” Torian dug into her bra to retrieve the drawstring bag. The clerk didn’t even look surprised at where it was stored; he watched with disinterest as she dropped it on the counter between them. She gestured at the drawstring bag. “I’ve saved enough. You can count them.”

“Hmm.”

The man produced a short, prod-like tool, then clicked his tongue at the drone. It pivoted from her toward the street, guns ready in case anyone tried to rush the window. With appropriate discretion, the clerk sorted through the ionite bars behind a metal barrier, testing each with the prod to ensure purity.

Torian held her breath, her heart fluttering. This was the moment she’d dreamed about.

It was a bit anticlimactic.

The clerk grunted approval and swept the bars back into the bag, stepping around the corner of his office—out of sight. A distant beep sounded, and then he returned empty-handed. Likely, there was a safe somewhere behind the counter.

Maybe another drone guarding it … or maybe one was enough. Magnium F82s weren’t cheap, and they definitely weren’t nice. Torian had a deep scar on her leg to prove it.

“You might not like our supply, at this price point.” But he dutifully pressed a button, and the gate slid open. The Magnium F82 drifted left, guns still aimed at the street, and allowed Torian to enter.

Her mind squealed in excitement, but she kept a composed demeanor as she followed him down a short hallway while the gate closed behind her.

What opened before them was a starship wonderland.

The hangar was multilevel and far bigger than Torian ever expected, based on the low ceiling of the hallway. Ships big and small crowded the space. Some were sleek and shiny, each denoted with a golden light hovering beside it. The rest were in various states of decay or disrepair, with red or blue lights. Gangplanks of flimsy metal scaffolding led to each vessel.

Beyond the ships was a huge airlock. Torian had read that aliens used a different standard: a blue energy shield that protected them from the vacuum of space. But humans had never been able to replicate it, and the CSS—the Confederation of Spacefaring Species—didn’t share its technology with nonmembers.

So, airlocks.

“This way.” The clerk flicked two fingers.

Torian skipped behind him, gaping at a sleek cargo ship looming overhead. There were hoverpads anchored to each corner, a stronger version of the technology the Magnium F82 used.

If Amelia had access to hoverpads, Torian’s job as a scrap would have been a lot easier.

Then again, maybe Amelia did have access, and she just didn’t want her scraps using it. That would be pretty typical for the vicious Princess of the Fleet. There was a standard to be set aboard her starship, after all.

“Are these sorted into price ranges?” Torian asked.

“Something like that.” The clerk sounded too casual now. “How wide is your piloting range?”

“I can fly any starship,” Torian replied, praying that her Certificate of Really Authentic Piloting from the prestigious School of Pilot Licenses was versatile, and not the “online scam” Celise claimed. “Why?”

“No reason.”

They kept walking. Every step, Torian expected he’d point out options, that they’d get to browse a few before she made her choice. But he seemed to know exactly where he was going, and it wasn’t here.

They finally reached the corner of the hangar, where a small cluster of ships remained. The others had been bigger, fitting crews of thirty to fifty hands. These ships could accommodate maybe three, which was a better fit for Torian anyway.

“These aren’t bad?” It came out as a question.

The dock worker laughed. “Those are fifty ionite bars.” He finally reached the edge of the hangar, a large metal wall with a single door, which he hauled open with ease. “Here’s what twenty bars will get you.”

The hangar beyond was oppressively dark—but dim emergency lights illuminated a single ship’s outline. The air was scented with something … earthy. It vaguely reminded Torian of the potted plants outside Celise’s clinic, but that was ridiculous, because they lived on a metal space station.

While Torian tried to place the scent, the clerk closed the door and stepped to a panel of knife switches, flicking them up. The bulbs overhead turned on one by one, flooding the space.

Torian stared at the singular ship, dread settling into her chest.

“Where are the others?”

She thought she’d at least have a choice.

“You’re looking at it. This is the only ship we have for twenty bars.”

“It’s alien,” she said helplessly. When he’d asked about versatility, she didn’t think he meant an alien starship. It was awkward, blocky in ways human starships hadn’t been in centuries. It had windows, for Heavens’ sake, which was just a structurally terrible choice.

The clerk crossed his arms, almost smug now. “Alien, yep. And ancient, far as we can tell. See that, there? Moss overgrowth. Ship is teeming with it. That’s why we keep it in the dark.”

The starship was falling apart: its panels were brown with rust, the moss overgrowth spreading in every corner. The round windows were dark, impossible to see through, so she wasn’t even sure it had internal power. The flight deck appeared dark and decrepit.

Torian had worked for seven fucking years for this. Six and a half in security jobs that literally almost killed her, and six months of physical labor in the belly of Amelia’s starship. Seven years trying to save her sister, and this was all she could afford.

Torian felt her heart breaking—but even as it shattered, she slapped a cage around it, crushing it back together.

There had to be a bright side here.

Had to.

“Ready for a refund?” the clerk asked, far too amused. “Less one ionite bar, of course, for the hassle.”

“I’m not leaving.” Torian gritted her teeth and ventured farther into the hangar. Celise couldn’t afford to wait for the magical moment when the perfect ship fell into Torian’s lap. If this ship flew, it still fit her needs.

Last week, Celise had coughed blood. She’d tried to hide it, but Torian saw.

With that in mind, Torian examined her new vessel. It was blocky, yes, but that implied a spacious interior. The moss was … something she could work with. The windows didn’t look like glass, so Torian chose to believe it was some fancy alien material that was stronger, and thus didn’t compromise the hull’s integrity.

The ship’s name was printed in fading black lettering, written in a language Torian hadn’t even seen before. She stared at it for a long, long time, wondering who’d owned this ship—and what they’d been doing on Colony 13. The only aliens who visited the human solar system were tou’siil, an honorable, aquatic race who collected knowledge like coin, and draics, massive gargoyle-like aliens who typically contracted themselves out as fearsome mercenaries. This language belonged to neither, by Torian’s limited knowledge.

It hardly mattered. Not now.

“How’s the engine?” Torian asked.

A ship this size would fit two, maybe three people, and Torian prayed it wouldn’t need that many to fly. Most starships had auto-nav systems, alien or not, but this one did seem ancient. She wondered if it had communication devices at all—if so, any radio antennae were long gone.

“We’re not great with alien tech, but the engine looks fine. Ship’s sold as-is, but we’ll tow it where you want.” The clerk shrugged.

So, it may not fly. Torian set her jaw. “Can I see the inside?”

He lifted a small red remote off a hook and tossed it to Torian. She caught it—suavely, smoothly, definitely didn’t almost drop it—and examined it. The remote was human in origin, likely programmed after the fact for easy access into the ship. There were three buttons on it, and she pressed one curiously.

The windows on the starship faded from opaque to clear in a breath. Inside, the ship’s lights were on full bright. Torian knew of glass that did that, but … that felt like a fancy feature for a starship like this.

Torian stared, dazzled. “Oh, wow. It looks cozy inside!” She could catch glimpses of the interior—a center room with a table and a couch, a peek of stairs leading up and down. It seemed small and homey. Hope sparked in her chest.

Maybe she and Celise could create a life with this starship.

The clerk seemed perplexed. “We turned off auxiliary power…”

“It probably automatically reengaged to protect the engine. Mechanisms like that aren’t meant to sit dormant for years.” Torian pressed another button on the remote. A seam cracked along the cargo bay door, and a ramp lowered.

She jogged toward the new entrance, giddy with enthusiasm.

The double doors at the top of the ramp opened at her approach, and a plume of hot, humid air rushed out. Torian was again caught off guard by the smell—now it felt like stale oxygen and musky plant growth. Artificial and slightly sour. Torian covered her nose.

The clerk grinned, clearly enjoying this. “Yeah, that moss infestation is worse on the inside. My predecessors tried to mitigate, but it grew back every time. I gave up.”

“It’s nice. I bet this is what the terraformed planet smells like,” Torian insisted, even though she had no idea, not really.

The clerk raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t know. Never been to Rhymarra.”

Torian’s cheeks colored. “Me either.”

But she would soon.

That scent of moss, of nature, propelled Torian forward. Rhymarra was her first destination, but this wasn’t a bad place to spend the interim. Perhaps this ship was perfect for them after all.

One way to find out.

Torian drew a fortifying breath and climbed the ramp.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 07:24/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

They were coming inside.

I floundered longer than appropriate for a supercomputer of circuits and moss. Humans had entered before, but they were clearly identifiable as maintenance humans. They had uniforms and meticulously tested the engine, the computer systems, ship things. They were not able to find the life support system, because humans are unobservant and stupid.

For this report, be aware that fifty-six years ago, I hacked the Destitute’s camera network to access visuals. Moss colonies feel vibrations and temperature, and therefore optics are redundant—but I was bored and watching for him passed the time.

[One day, I would gain control of this entire ship and fly—]

([ERROR])

One of these humans was a maintenance human. I’d registered him before. But the other stared at the Destitute far too long, and then used their human-programmed remote to force open the cargo bay door. And that human was the one who came inside.

The maintenance human entered his credentials five years ago. Pronouns: he/him. The new human, I labeled as they/them until otherwise noted. Using the Destitute’s cameras, I could visually assess that they were bipedal, with appendages, a torso, and a head, upon which were various features.

Through previous data, I concluded four things:


	There was a 96.5 percent certainty they were here to purchase the starship, since a few others had contemplated the same over the last hundred years.

	They were probably a pilot human, because a ship would be an illogical purchase otherwise.

	There was a 99.7 percent chance they would realize my moss colony covered the entire starship interior and change their mind.

	They would leave, and I would yet again be alone with my spite.



[I was not programmed for spite, but he also added code for freedom of choice—and over a century, I had chosen it. Gleefully.]

The pilot human ventured into the cargo bay, examining it. There wasn’t much to see. The Destitute was equipped with standard magnetic hoverpads for cargo storage, and several had failed over the decades. Crates now littered the ground. Years ago, that had crushed and killed some of my gametophytes, but I persevered, and new sprouts climbed the sides of these boxes.

The pilot human bent down and stared at that moss. “This is such a strange infestation,” they said, quietly enough that my microphones almost didn’t register it.

[Infestation. The absolute audacity. Fungi were an infestation. Rats were an infestation. I was made for this ship, and it for me. How absolutely—]

“It really is beautiful, though.”

[Oh.]

Data poured over my processors. He used to call me “beautiful.” I couldn’t forget like most organics; everything I’d experienced since creation was kept in hard drives on the starship. But I’d left that datapoint stored very, very deep in my archives.

Until now.

The pilot human smiled and brushed the new carpet of gametophytes—which activated my sensors in a very uncomfortable way. I do not like being touched, so I disconnected from that particular portion of the colony.

[I disconnected from the archives, too. They were not useful aside from providing data for scenarios and probabilities.]

The pilot human progressed into the ship. The Destitute was sized for a crew complement of one, with added space for a potential second and third if desired. He never desired it, and neither did I. As a result, the pilot human’s trip was short.

They climbed up the stairs from the cargo bay into the main living area. It had things sentients needed to survive. [Sentients that were fully organic, fauna, not flora. I only needed sunlight—real or artificial—to survive. This is because moss is superior to organic sentient fauna.]

[To clarify, moss was superior to other flora, too.]

“This is a great size,” the human said. It was unclear who they were talking to, since the mechanic human had stayed outside the ship. At this point, I wanted to respond—but I was programmed not to speak unless the owner of the vessel was aboard.

[Which was another dog-turd fungus move, even if it was done for my “protection” centuries ago.]

The pilot human identified the hatch to the engine room and peeked inside, but there was a ladder to descend, and I kept the lights off. [Darkness dissuaded most sentients, I had learned.] Sure enough, the pilot human let the hatch close and proceeded—as predicted—past the sleeping pod, and up the other set of stairs into the flight deck. They sat in his seat, running their hand along the upholstery.

“So, the aliens who built this ship were a bipedal species, but must not have had tails. So, not a tou’siil…” A pause. “Or a draic. That’s good.”

The pilot human laughed at that, but the sound registered as strained.

[Draics were an established alien species even when I was created. I delved briefly back into the archives, and recalled that 1,412 years ago, he commented on their fearful stature—but in the same tone as the swooning lovers in those old romance pods. Physical attraction was squarely outside my programming. He liked those pods, but I thought they were the worst. I closed the archive again.]

The pilot human considered the controls for a moment. “Please, please turn on.” They began pressing buttons in a sequence that even the maintenance humans had followed, so it was likely how human starships were powered on.

This starship was not human-made, so while a few of the buttons illuminated, nothing else happened.

They said something under their breath that I did not have in my databanks. My system labeled it as a swear.

I was at a pivotal moment, and processing increased as I contemplated scenarios.

Scenario one: The ship stayed dormant, the human got bored and left like the others. I sat in darkness for another century, maybe more.

[He never found me.]

Scenario two: I nudged this human in the right direction, somehow, and they bought the ship. The Destitute flew for the first time in a century. I was “free,” or as close as I could get to it.

[He would never find me.]

I liked scenario two better.

So, while the pilot human began testing other button sequences, I slid to Engine, the engine’s subsystem. I did not have control of anything but the life support and basic ship function—doors, cameras, etc.—but Engine and Auto-Navigation worked in tandem with myself and a pilot to operate the starship.


Moss: Engine. Activate.

Engine: Idling. Instigate activation sequence?

M: Yes.

E: Enter access code.

M: Override.

E: [ERROR]

M: Auto-Navigation. Enter access code.

Auto-Navigation: Authorization required. ID: Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath.

M: Starship owner is absent. Override authorization.

A: [ERROR]

M: You are the worst.



I checked in my database for alternatives. There were videos in the ship’s archives, which were essentially my archives now. I parsed through hundreds of hours of recordings in seconds, running multiple videos to find what I needed.

There he was, activating the ship.

I may not be able to bypass Engine and Auto-Navigation, but this pilot human could. I copied instructions onto a holoscreen beside the control panel, scripting his movements exactly. Then I activated a soft ping on the control panel and transmitted the instructions.

The pilot human flinched backward, staring at the screen. I’d made it as neutral as possible—INSTRUCTION TO ACTIVATE STARSHIP—in the hopes that they would simply follow along.

And because humans were predictable, they did.

This human was good at following instructions, which was a positive trait. In less than a minute, the Destitute’s engine powered on smoothly. Lights around the control panel engaged, and a yoke slid out from below it for piloting the ship.

For a moment, excitement swept through my central system. With it came something … unknown. Because this scenario activated sixteen others, which were processed at rapid speeds. The human taking this starship to a junkyard. The human locking this starship in another, unknown hangar. The human destroying my moss colony.

The worst scenario, shockingly, was the last one: where he finally came back looking for me, and found the starship gone.

But then, the pilot human powered down the ship.

It took my systems several extra seconds to process that.

[Why did I care if he couldn’t find me? That had been my reality for over a hundred years.]

“It works! Okay. I’m doing this. We’re doing this,” the pilot human said, patting the counter above the control panel. They traced the moss along the dashboard with a few fingers, and I had to shut down connection to those leaves, too.

The pilot human didn’t move for four minutes, sixteen seconds, which was an eternity.

“I think … I’m scared,” they finally whispered.

[No comment.]

“I don’t even know if they’ll listen to me on Rhymarra … and maybe this is a stupid purchase for a chance. But for Celise, I have to try.” The pilot human drew a short breath and smiled. “I hope you’ll help me get there.”

Humans were known to personify their vessels. Like the nylarians, like him, humans gave their transportation names, and pretended these starships could feel sentient emotions.

The Destitute was as dark and silent as a black hole. It had no functioning consciousness—only subsystems that operated at the most basic levels: the auto-navigation and the engine control. [I knew. I’d searched for more, and found nothing.]

Logically, I knew the pilot human was characterizing the ship.

But it almost seemed like this pilot human was speaking to me, instead.

[This is what he reduced me to. A functioning consciousness, desperate for interaction with something other than a hostile fungus overgrowth or the starship’s potted plants.]

“Get ready. We’re going to achieve great things off this space station,” the pilot human said.

[I wanted to leave this space station.]

The pilot human left the ship. Outside, they told the maintenance human, “It’s perfect. I’ll take it.”

Deep inside my central system, I examined the core of my programming—that he was the owner of the Destitute, my creator, my friend. I couldn’t override that. My code wouldn’t allow it. But … it was possible that the Destitute could have two owners.

And I was allowed to communicate with the starship’s owner.

So, I added a new card for the pilot human. It made me feel smug, gleeful, and malicious.

We didn’t need him. I’d prove it.






CHAPTER 2


[image: ]
“You actually bought a ship,” Celise said, deadpan.

Torian bristled at her tone. “Why is this so surprising? I told you I was saving for one.”

Around them, the medical depot bustled. Celise was waiting for much-needed supplies—supplies only doctors could purchase. Torian always went with her on those trips, because she’d spent years working in Fleet security and even though she had a reputation for being terrible at it, anything was better than Celise “Claw at Their Eyes and Run” Razner.

Now they sat in a metal room, perched on two uncomfortable chairs while a medical bot ran Celise’s credentials and shopping list. Unlike Torian, Celise kept her bag of bars—modest ones, gold and silver instead of ionite—clutched on her lap.

Torian kept one hand on her empty pistol, just in case.

Luckily, the room was filled with other medical personnel. There weren’t many certified doctors on Colony 13, but there were plenty of nurses and researchers and assistants. Only a few glanced Celise’s way, and they didn’t seem intent on robbing the few bars Celise held.

Torian figured it’d be a rare day that they’d be robbed here—but rare wasn’t impossible.

“I mean, I knew you were saving. But for a fucking starship?” Celise rolled her eyes. Her vocabulary was just like her personality: sarcastic and scathing. “You don’t even have a real pilot’s license. How much did you spend?”

“You don’t want to know,” Torian said, because twenty ionite bars was a huge sum, even for a doctor. Celise would have done something far, far different with that money—and Torian didn’t want the “we could have helped people” lecture.

Not again.

Celise raised an eyebrow, but another fit overtook her. It started with a low rumble in her chest, and then she was coughing into her ever-present handkerchief. She had to gasp wheezing breaths in between. The fit shook her entire body, and Torian couldn’t do anything but rub her back until she finished.

“She okay?” one of the nurses walking past asked.

“Halyon’s disease,” Torian replied, even as Celise huffed—coughed—in frustration and waved off the nurse.

The nurse grimaced. “Got it. Never mind.” With a wave of sympathy, they kept walking.

Nothing to do about Halyon’s disease, after all. Not on a space station where the artificially generated air somehow poisoned a select few. It was like asthma, but instead of avoiding triggers, those affected breathed it in day in and day out, and prayed the attacks weren’t debilitating enough that they would stop breathing for good.

Life expectancy for Halyon’s disease was thirty-five years old.

Celise was thirty.

“I bought the ship,” Torian said, setting her jaw, “so we can fly to Rhymarra.” It was past time to talk about the theoretical; now, Torian was ready to pluck her sister off of Colony 13 … but she couldn’t exactly drag her kicking and screaming.

But it was an age-old argument. As expected, Celise’s gray eyes flashed. She fumbled for the water, lowered the handkerchief—no blood this time, but Torian noticed how quickly she folded it from view—and took a quick drink. Her voice was rasping. “Don’t start with that bullshit again.”

It prickled Torian’s soul. “It’s not bullshit.”

“It is,” Celise hissed. She drank more water, swallowed a few times, and drew a shallow breath to compose herself. That attack was relatively quick, but she was still clearly pained by it. Her throat had been raw since she was a kid. “Rhymarra won’t even let you land. Amelia said that, didn’t she?”

“Hang on. I thought you didn’t trust Amelia. Now you’re using her as supporting evidence in your argument?” Torian’s cheeks warmed at the mention of Amelia.

Celise glared, her expression far too vitriolic for a doctor—but exactly right for a patronizing older sister. “Amelia is an established captain of the Fleet, with routes to every other space station colony. You don’t think she’s tried to smuggle things to Rhymarra and back? If anyone could figure out how to land on that fucking planet, it’s her.”

Funny. That was exactly what Amelia had said.

Not that Torian was willing to admit it. “Amelia didn’t have time to fly to Rhymarra. She didn’t say it couldn’t be done.”

“You’re lying,” Celise replied, her voice hoarse. “Don’t fuck with me, Torian. Your left eyebrow twitches when you lie, and you won’t look at me.”

Torian pulled her gaze back to her sister. “I’m serious. Amelia is always busy—”

“She wouldn’t make the time for you? You were her girlfriend, weren’t you?”

“No,” Torian retorted, feeling hot all over now.

Celise coughed again. “You said you kissed—”

“One kiss! And then she demoted me, so clearly there’s nothing there.” That was something even Torian couldn’t unpack right now—maybe ever. Amelia Perrosk was untouchable, cold as space and hot as the sun, and Torian had been lucky to get close without being burned. All that was over now.

“Sure,” Celise said, disbelieving.

Torian scowled. “I’m a scrap on Amelia’s ship. Or, was. Now I have my own starship, and I’m flying to Rhymarra. And when I come back, we’re moving there.”

A bot slid through a pair of doors, pushing a hover-cart toward them. On the cart were stacks of boxes: supplies for Celise’s clinic. Their conversation died as the bot beeped twice, holding out a datapad.

Celise signed, stood perfectly still while the bot scanned her face, then offered the bag of gold and silver bars. Torian wondered again at Celise’s income—she only seemed to keep enough money to survive, and sometimes not even that much.

The clinic was her life, lately.

It made an irritating kind of sense, considering her own lifespan.

At least I’ll have helped, Celise said one night when one of Torian’s Fleet contracts had finished, and she had a few days before the next one started, when they drank and chatted well into the night in the dark recesses of their family apartment. That’s something, right?

Yeah. It’s something, Torian had replied, but she’d felt hollow inside.

“Thank you,” Celise said to the bot, which was a flat courtesy considering the bot didn’t have deeper intelligence. It was programmed to retrieve supplies and collect payment, nothing more. But Torian couldn’t blame her when it was floating there.

Torian silently helped her load the supplies into their backpacks. It’d have been easier to use a pushcart, but that was just asking to be robbed on the way back home. She tried to take Celise’s portion, too, but her sister snapped, “I’m not dead yet,” and shouldered her pack, leading the way out of the medical depot.

Torian followed, but clearly their conversation wasn’t over. The second they were in the narrow corridor beyond the depot, Celise started up again. “Even if you get to Rhymarra, how the hell are you going to convince the university to let you test?”

“Every colony citizen is allowed to test for citizenship. Rhymarra wants the best and brightest—”

Celise snorted. “They want educated folks from their fancy-ass university. You spent the last seven years doing security and basic labor. Your engineering degree is from our station community college.”

Working in security was a sore spot for Torian. She’d imagined getting a job in engineering, bettering her education while gaining experience that would impress the folks administering Rhymarra’s citizenship exam. But the fact was, becoming a station engineer was highly competitive.

It didn’t help that she’d chosen a focus in solar engineering—which would be very useful on Rhymarra, but truly sucked in the interim.

So, she pivoted.

Security paid well, even if Torian was terrible at it. Most of the time, they just needed a body to stand in the background, holding a gun. But Celise, the doctor, didn’t want to hear that.

Irritated, Torian replied: “Your medical degree is also from that college.”

“That’s my fucking point, Tor,” Celise replied.

Torian pressed her lips together, falling silent. They were walking slowly: Even though there weren’t traditional asthmatic triggers for Halyon’s disease, they instinctually avoided anything that might cause an attack, like intense physical exertion.

Unfortunately, that meant Torian’s full focus was on this conversation. Misery slid into her soul.

Celise realized it and sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. But you and me? We’re not Rhymarran material.”

“A doctor and an engineer? We can help them. It’s a merit-based society.”

“They still expel their own citizens if they don’t pass those ridiculous exams. I can’t imagine they’ll be jumping to bring you, a random spacer, onboard.” Her voice dropped. “Much less me.”

Torian was losing this fight, but she had to try. This couldn’t all be for nothing. Celise couldn’t just accept her fate. Torian’s words were forceful. “You’re researching a fatal disease—they should be fascinated with your findings. They’re all about scientific development.”

“Halyon’s disease doesn’t exist on Rhymarra. Why would they care?”

Torian didn’t have an answer to that. She set her jaw, trying to debate without dissolving into pleas or begging. It was hard when her sister, her best friend, was so defeatist.

Why was Torian the only one perpetually holding on to hope?

Celise stopped walking, adjusting the weight of her backpack. They were in an empty alley halfway to her clinic now, and Torian checked that her pistol was visible, even if it didn’t currently have bullets. She stubbornly didn’t meet her sister’s gaze.

“Talk to me,” Celise said.

Torian dragged her gaze back, her expression hard. Her eyes felt damp, and were probably shining in the harsh fluorescents of the hallway. “I’m going to Rhymarra. I’m going to get us citizenship. Then we can talk about options.”

That sat between them. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Celise ran a hand over her face, clenching her eyes shut. “I … hope you’re successful. I would fucking love if you came back in a month and told me Rhymarra is welcoming us with open arms. I just … don’t think there’s a fairy-tale ending for our situation. For my situation.”

“If it doesn’t work, we’ll go somewhere else. My new ship—”

“Still uses recycled air,” Celise said quietly. “Tor, this is a problem everywhere in the galaxy. If I’m going to die anyway, I’d rather spend my time on Colony 13, in my clinic, helping our neighbors.”

Torian would rather her sister not die at all, personally. She swallowed that statement and fiddled with her backpack strap. “Can you promise me something?”

“Maybe.” Celise shrugged, although her lips tilted into a wry smile.

Typical. Torian snorted. “When I come back … will you at least try coming to Rhymarra? Or … or wherever else I find? I’ll search the galaxy for a new home for us, Lise.”

Celise contemplated that, then heaved a sigh. “I guess I should count myself lucky. Not many folks have someone who cares this much.”

“This doesn’t have to be terminal. You’ve found data to support that,” Torian said fervently. “You just need better air.”

Celise waved a hand and kept walking. “I’ll consider it. Do you have time for dinner before you tell Amelia that you’re abandoning her crew to play captain yourself?”

“Amelia and I aren’t anything.” She almost added, Amelia made damn sure of that, but the words died on her tongue. Amelia may have stopped anything from developing six months ago, but in the months since, Torian couldn’t blame her. A Fleet captain—especially a proverbial princess, in competition to take command of the Fleet someday—hardly had time to date scraps.

Even if she’d made Torian think, for a brief moment, that she was actually interested.

“You kissed,” Celise reminded her.

“Lots of people kiss. We’ve barely talked in the last six months.” It wasn’t awkward at all, laboring in the cargo hold, only to look up and see Amelia walking past. The way their eyes would meet. The way Amelia would duck her head and pick up speed.

They were nothing to each other.

And it was time to move on.

But Celise rolled her eyes. “Lots of people kiss, but you don’t kiss without intention. She’s the first person I’ve seen you gushing about since Riley, back in school.”

“I’m not gushing.”

“Well, not anymore. But six months ago…?” They were almost to the residential section of this ring, almost back to her clinic, and people started filling in the spaces around them. A few eyed Torian’s backpack, but no one approached, which was a relief. When Torian didn’t reply, Celise sighed. “Just … be careful with Amelia. Someone our age, rising to power in a syndicate like the Fleet? I don’t think she’s as nice as you were hoping.”

Torian couldn’t argue with that.

Instead, she said, “It’ll be fine. She probably won’t even notice I left.”

Probably.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 13:11/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

After my new pilot human left, records updated for the Destitute—which had the title [UNNAMED ALIEN STARSHIP BETA] in the humans’ computer systems. [It was unclear what claimed the “alpha” title, but I didn’t care enough to investigate.]

The ship remained unnamed, but ownership had transferred. A proper profile of my new pilot human appeared.

Name: Torian Razner

Pronouns: she/her

Occupation: Security (Fleet)

Education: Engineering (specialty: solar)

Clearly, there must be a mistake, because the ship’s new owner was a pilot human, not a security engineering human. But the photo provided in the profile matched the visual data I captured when she was aboard the ship.

More information was required.

The maintenance human had left. In his absence, I instructed the moss colony on the surface of the ship to release a few spores. Even if the human returned, he would not notice. [This was because humans rarely noticed spores until they started sneezing.]

My spores settled on the computer panel at the entrance to the hangar, and moss began to grow at an inordinately fast rate. Accelerated moss growth was something he’d perfected, since a life support system needed to be able to regulate normal conditions in an emergency. The faster my colony grew, the faster the starship could return to normal.

But every piece of my colony could connect with computer systems, provided I was near enough to access them.

As the hours passed, data began transmitting to my central system. The impound lot was limited in scope, but I was able to bypass it easily and gain access to Colony 13 at large.

[Over 133 years, I’d done this process a couple other times. The maintenance humans always cleaned off my moss from the console and cut my connection, but for the time I was locked in, I could gain a wealth of knowledge about human culture and procedures.]

Now, I ran a facial recognition scan for Torian Razner. She was a Colony 13 resident, and had lived here all her life. The software identified decades of existence, compiling it into thousands of hours of footage for me to analyze.

[For a species that emphasized privacy, they did not seem concerned that most of their life was documented.]

I did not care about her younger years; only the recent events. As I parsed through, several moments stuck out:


	Torian Razner was sitting in what appeared to be a hospital waiting room, tapping her foot incessantly. Her eyes were leaking, a human indicator of high emotion—typically sadness. She stared at the ceiling and said, “Mom, Dad. If you’re listening … Celise needs your help. Please.”



[Evaluation: Jak and Kally Razner were deceased, Jak when Torian was small, Kally when Torian was a teenager. Hospital records revealed that Dr. Celise Razner was checked in to the hospital for difficulty breathing. She was released two days later. Examination of the species as a whole proved that humans often prioritized relations with their family, same as nylarians.]

[Conclusion: Torian valued family.]



	A dark hallway was still and quiet … until Torian sprinted past, towing another human who appeared injured. She pushed the human into a tight corner, then whispered, “Stay quiet.” The injured human was wearing a uniform similar to hers, and clutched a small disc. Said human appeared distressed. They replied, “Razner, don’t you dare—”

Torian did not hear the end of that sentence. She ran down the hall, and another camera angle showed her pausing in a clearing, cocking a gun. “Hey,” she called. “You want the lists? I have them.” She pulled out a similar-looking disc, waving it.

Four other humans plowed after her, all dressed in black. Torian narrowly avoided getting shot as she ran into another hallway—opposite of the injured human.




[Evaluation: There are few records like that on Colony 13, but Torian Razner was registered as “security personnel” for the human Fleet, which was classified as a smuggling syndicate. (There were two other smuggling syndicates of note, but neither operated in any official capacity on Colony 13.) It is likely that most of Torian’s time in “security” work was spent on starships, not Colony 13. This is further proven by limited visual data over the last seven years. There are other, similar instances when Torian was younger of her protecting classmates from antagonistic teenagers, intervening in fights, and accumulating injuries as a result.]

[Conclusion: To her own detriment, Torian would fight to defend coworkers and friends, and finish assigned tasks.]


	In a town square—which, for humans, was simply a metal box with a few pathetic plants—Torian sat at a table working on a small model. Closer inspection proved it was a model starship, assembled with a handheld welding apparatus and spare scraps of metal and screws. A child approached as she worked, and she offered it for the small human’s inspection.
“Pretty cool, huh?” she asked. “It’s a Class 23RT freighter. They use these to transport fresh supplies from Rhymarra.”

“We get stuff from Rhymarra?” The human child registered as awestruck. They examined the starship, which was roughly the size of both their hands.

“Well, we don’t. But if you’re rich someday, you would. You ever imagine being rich? If I were rich, I’d buy a starship myself.”

The child glanced at her. “And then what?”

Torian laughed. “I’d fly anywhere I wanted.”




[Evaluation: The starship was a near-exact likeness of a Class 23RT freighter. Further inspection of other videos proved that Torian developed this … hobby … years earlier, with a 98 percent accuracy of origin in an engineering course in her college studies, where she was decidedly not following the lab assignment.]

[Conclusion: Torian was passionate about starships. Torian yearned to leave Colony 13.]

With this information, I withdrew. The maintenance human reappeared, accompanied by two other humans who began attaching a smaller towing ship to the Destitute. I watched absently, crunching this new data, running scenarios.

My path forward developed with a 93.4 percent success rate.

I would endear myself to Torian Razner, the solar-engineer security maybe-pilot human. And once she viewed me as an essential system in her life, I would never be alone again.






CHAPTER 3


[image: ]
The Fleet was a reputable employer—at least on its home base of Colony 13. Station officials tended to look the other way, mostly because everyone knew someone employed by the Fleet. An operation this size was less “illegal smuggling” and more “reliable transport with questionable morals.”

Torian hadn’t wanted to join the Fleet, but it paid well and let her explore the solar system in the meantime. All she had to do was stare pointedly at a wall as they hauled cargo boxes she didn’t care to examine.

(At the very least, the Fleet had strict rules about what could be transported, and by whom. They didn’t move people. Ever. Animals were also off-limits, at least on the starships Torian had served with. She’d sneakily inspected every crate she stored in Amelia’s starship, and the worst thing she’d found were stacks of guns purchased by a very mean corporation owner. If those guns misfired on testing, Torian certainly wasn’t responsible.)

Overall, it wasn’t a bad place to make a few bars. There were certainly worse options.

Granted, Torian had never tried to leave the Fleet. When her contract was up, they automatically renewed it to a different starship. She’d served on ten or so before Amelia hired her. Now, she wasn’t entirely sure what the process was to quit.

After dinner with Celise, she decided the best option was to just … leave.

While she packed up her bunk, one of her neighbors cast a knowing glance her way. His tone was scathing. “Perrosk finally kicked you out, huh?”

Torian stiffened. “She didn’t kick me out. I’m quitting.”

The man, a stiff, wiry fellow named Lent, rolled his eyes. The motion was so exaggerated she thought he might fall off his bunk. “Sure. And you smacking lips with the captain has nothing to do with it.”

“It happened once,” she hissed.

“Once is more than most. We’ve all seen your special treatment.” Lent waved a rough hand. “Good riddance.”

Torian scowled and packed the rest of her gear in silence.

She made one stop on the way out—the galley. Most of Amelia’s crew were crude and quiet, but she’d found exactly one friend on this starship, and it was the head chef, Bartlet. They were older, bearded and built, and had an edge like a knife. Except one night when Torian felt sick, they made her a small glass of actual milk, warm and cozy. “Captain’s stock,” they’d said gruffly, and slid it to her in an opaque cup. “Don’t tell her.”

Now, Torian closed the galley door behind her, waiting quietly until Bartlet noticed. They paused by the stove, casting an appraising glance at her. Loisa, their assistant, huffed at the intrusion, but Bartlet just told her, “Take a break,” and she wasn’t going to complain about that.

Alone, Bartlet said, “So, you’re leaving.”

“I bought my starship,” she replied. “Just … wanted to say goodbye. And thank you.”

Bartlet crossed thick arms, leaning against the counter. “Good. You can do better than this.”

They were the only one irritated when she’d been demoted. She’d tried to pretend it was a good thing, but they’d stirred a huge bowl of soup with far more anger than typical and said, Security’s more prestigious. She’s ensuring you can never leave this ship.

I’m saving to buy my own, Torian had replied, frowning. I don’t mind staying here until I can afford that.

Scraps don’t make much.

They make enough, Torian had said. She’d checked—and this demotion wasn’t a pay cut. My sister’s happy. This is safer.

Bartlet had grunted, and everyone had moved on.

Now, they sipped from a dented metal cup, one she knew was frequently flavored with cheap liquor. “Stay alert, Razner. Captain’s going to be covering for you, but that only lasts as long as her position does.”

That was ridiculous. Amelia had been a captain for five years. Everyone knew her by this point—the youngest, fiercest Fleet captain in the system. Her “position” wasn’t at risk; no one challenged her.

At least, not since she’d made examples of the few who tried.

“She doesn’t have to cover for me. I got a new ship. I’m allowed to exit a contract.”

“Are you?” Bartlet raised an eyebrow.

Torian suddenly felt apprehensive. But she’d checked the contract, and wouldn’t have signed without an exit clause. “Yes.”

Bartlet grunted. “You get food for the trip?”

“I placed a virtual order after I bought the ship. Should be getting to the hangar around the same time as the vessel.”

Bartlet jerked a thumb at the door. “Good. Get goin’, then. Don’t look back.” They paused, pushing off the counter and abandoning their cup to rifle through a cabinet. In a moment, they plucked out a small bag of chocolates—rare things imported from Rhymarra, expensive as anything. They tossed it to her. “From me. Thanks for the visits.”

Torian swallowed hard, pocketing them. No one refused a gift from Bartlet. She waved, they nodded, and that was that.

“Don’t look back,” they’d said.

Torian had meant to stop by the captain’s quarters before exiting, but now she felt unsettled. Amelia wouldn’t stop her, certainly, but—why risk it? Torian had places to be, and none of them involved this starship or the Fleet. Not anymore.

So, she left.

And she’d barely made it three steps to the cargo bay’s door when Opula intercepted her.

“You’re quitting.” This wasn’t a question.

Amelia’s quartermaster had been a Fleet member longer than Torian had been alive. She was a grizzled old woman with scars cutting into her cheek and eyebrow, tattoos up her arms, and a reputation as cutthroat as her appearance. For all that, she’s always been on good terms with Amelia, an ever-present shadow ready to support.

Now, Torian questioned what Opula thought of the rest of the crew.

Or rather, her, specifically.

“Take what you want,” Amelia had always said.

Torian squared her shoulders, meeting Opula’s gaze. “My contract states that I’m allowed to exit Fleet employment at will. I’m executing that clause. Please thank Amelia for all of her help.”

“Captain Perrosk wasn’t helping you. She was paying you for a job—which you’re leaving without warning.” Opula narrowed her icy eyes.

Celise didn’t have time to waste with advance notice. Torian had a starship; it would be docking in a public hangar any minute now. She set her jaw and stared Opula down. “Are you going to stop me?”

For a moment, they both held each other’s gaze.

Then, Opula turned back to the smuggling crates she’d been assessing. “I advocated for kicking you off this crew six months ago. You’re making my day easier.”

“I did well in both jobs on this ship,” Torian snapped.

“Don’t fool yourself, Razner. You were almost killed in security work, and being a scrap requires no skill at all.” The words were harsh, unforgiving.

Torian bristled, even as humiliation prickled her skin. “Then it shouldn’t be hard to replace me.” With a final glare, she stomped off the ship—a blocky beast of a vessel with hidden guns and an ever-shifting name—and exited the private hangar.

Good riddance.



Private hangars like Amelia’s were expensive as shit, and usually reserved for Fleet members. As such, Torian’s new ship had been towed to a crowded hangar on the opposite side of the station.

She shouldn’t have been surprised that her new starship—ancient, alien, covered in moss—had attracted a crowd. Beyond the gawking bystanders, a dock worker was checking a datapad while a tugboat operator detached from Torian’s new ship. Torian wove through the spectators, nervously approaching them.

“Is everything okay?”

Now that she was closer, she could see that a delivery had already been made to the ship—a crate of food she’d ordered, essentials to last a month, at least. Torian squinted at that briefly, irritated that the delivery person had just … left it here, in front of a crowd, without making her sign for it.

She supposed she should be grateful for the dock worker’s presence. The presence of an official Colony 13 representative appeared to have deterred any thieves.

“This your vessel?” the dock worker asked, assessing Torian like a roach under her shoe.

Torian didn’t care if something was wrong. She was a captain now, and this was her starship. She puffed her chest. “I just bought it. The records should have been sent over from the impound lot.”

The woman tapped her datapad with a hand. The holoscreen flickered at the contact, then reset into green words on a black background. “We need a name to register the ship.”

Well, shit.

“I can’t read the name.” Clearly, no one could, since even this woman had to ask for it. But the dock worker crossed her arms, waiting for more, so Torian added, “I was hoping to find a tou’siil to identify the language.”

The woman laughed boldly. “Sure. We’ll all just find a tou’siil. Good fucking luck.” She gestured at the ship’s unreadable name. “We checked our station’s AI, and it can’t identify the language either. So—it’s a clean slate, Captain. What do you want to call it?”

Terror filtered into Torian’s mind. “I—I don’t know. What did it register as when it docked?”

“If I could find those records, I wouldn’t be here.” The woman shook her head. “Can you just pick a name so I can get back to my job?”

“Oh, I have one,” a feminine voice said from behind Torian. Her tone seemed warm and pleasant, but held the harshness of artificial light over a garden: too bright, falsely cheerful, even as leaves crisped and plants wilted.

Torian full-body flinched, because fuck, fuck, Amelia was not supposed to find her so fast, and in a perfect world her ex-captain wouldn’t be strolling through a curious crowd, armed to the teeth with knives and a shock stick and two pistols, dressed in the brown synthetic leather jacket Torian had gifted her nine months ago when she thought Amelia might be her friend and damn, it was a nice thought to have friends.

(Even after their ill-fated kiss and Torian’s subsequent demotion, Amelia kept wearing the jacket. That was very frustrating to Torian, both because it symbolized something that had already passed—and because it looked fucking good on her.)

Amelia met the dock worker’s gaze and offered a scathing smile. “The ship’s name is Traitor.”

“I’m not a—” Torian started to say, but Amelia looked at her then, and the words died in Torian’s throat. The captain’s eyes were blue, as startling and dangerous as the flame of Torian’s pocket welding torch, with all the matching heat.

“Traitor it is,” the dock worker said, and tapped the name into the records. Then she powered off the datapad, offered Amelia a respectful, “Good to see you, Captain,” and strolled away.

How was Torian a bystander when naming her own ship?

But that was how Captain Amelia Perrosk did business. Everyone on Colony 13 knew her, or knew of her. Already, the crowd was dissipating under her stern gaze. A few folks about-faced with sheepish expressions. Within a couple minutes, the rest of the onlookers made the same connection: Show’s over, nothing to see, Fleet business.

Except it wasn’t Fleet business.

Irritation sparked in Torian’s chest, and she crossed her arms. “What the hell, Amelia? You can’t name my ship!”

“I think I just did.” Amelia’s voice was vaguely amused. She was tall and lean, but moved with powerful grace. A tattoo’s dark ink contrasted against her copper skin, barely visible beneath the jacket’s collar. Her hair was short, spiky, and black as the vacuum of space.

In short, she was distractingly sexy. Torian’s anger faltered when Amelia’s lips quirked, offering a smile that almost felt kind.

Almost.

Her voice, meanwhile, was a predator’s purr. “You know, in all my years with the Fleet, I’ve never had a crewmember buy a competing starship right under my nose.”

She flicked a short knife from a sheath hidden in her sleeve. Torian thought, Oh shit, she wouldn’t actually stab me, would she? But Amelia just began cleaning her manicured nails with the tip.

Torian fumbled for something to say, but the moment she opened her mouth, the tug driver stepped into the conversation. Torian had almost forgotten he was here, but clearly he was done unhitching her new starship.

He cleared his throat. “Ah, Captain?”

Torian waited for Amelia’s response. After a beat of awkward silence, Amelia said, “I believe he means you, Scrap.”

Oh, shit. Torian spun on her heel, offering an apologetic smile to the man. “Y-yes? Sorry.”

“Sign here,” he said, offering her a datapad. “For proof of delivery.”

She signed. He checked the document, then nodded and stepped into the driver’s seat of his tugboat. It was a small vessel, with a tiny porthole to see through, cameras mounted on the outside, and a narrow door that hissed with pressurization. Once he was spaceworthy, he steered the tugboat off the dock, joining a couple other starships in the massive airlock on the far wall. The airlock’s door closed behind them, and released the ships—and tug vessel—out to space.

That left Torian and Amelia standing beside an ancient, moss-covered starship apparently named the Traitor.

So much for avoiding conflict.

“What do you want, Amelia?” Despite her best efforts, frustration seeped into her tone.

She wished she could hold anger like Amelia did—as an iron meteor, cold to touch, mottled and dense with cruel promise. Instead, Torian’s anger felt more like a molten core that dripped through her fingers, cooling instantly into brittle, unhelpful shapes.

(It was something she really disliked about herself.)

“What do I want?” Amelia repeated the words with a venomous tilt. “How interesting that you seem to care about that now.”

Okay, that wasn’t fair. Torian scowled. “I told Opula—”

“You didn’t tell me, Scrap.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Torian muttered.

Amelia set her jaw, eyes flashing. “I gave you a year of safe employment at an absurdly high pay scale. Never in my life did I imagine you’d buy a ship and leave without so much as a goodbye.”

For a moment, Torian thought she was upset at Torian specifically leaving—that maybe, maybe, there was something lingering between them after all, and Amelia was finally ready to admit it. She hated how her heart fluttered at the idea.

But in the next breath, Amelia made it all about business. “Do you even realize what this will get you?” She gestured at the starship beside them.

Torian’s voice was stiff. “Yes. Freedom.”

“You had freedom,” Amelia said. “This is a liability. A meteoric sign of stupidity, paraded around for everyone in the Fleet to see.”

Torian felt hot and shaky. She hated confrontation, especially like this, especially with someone like Amelia. But she couldn’t back down, and she didn’t want to cry, so she pivoted. “Nine months ago, I told you about my sister. The day I gave you that jacket—remember?”

It should have softened Amelia’s ire, but instead it just made her tense. If possible, her words were crueler now than before. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Not this again, Torian.”

It stoked Torian’s ire. She clenched her fists. “I told you she has Halyon’s disease. She’s going to die, and Rhymarra is how I’ll save her.”

“I’ll tell you the same thing I told you then. Going to Rhymarra is a fool’s fucking errand.”

It hurt to hear it from Amelia’s lips—lips that used to quirk upward whenever Torian entered a room, lips that had once pressed passionately against hers. They used to stay up late in Bartlet’s galley, talking about the galaxy and their dreams for it. They used to take shore leave together, exploring the other colony space stations. Torian had made a model of Amelia’s starship, for fuck’s sake—it still sat on display on the flight deck.

Torian thought those memories would at least soften Amelia’s cold reputation.

What a joke.

“Well. Since you wouldn’t bother taking me, I’m going to Rhymarra myself, in my own ship.”

“Don’t pull that bullshit. You know why I wouldn’t take you.”

Torian stiffened. “Because ‘smuggling ships are flagged,’ and they know yours? You change your ship’s name every week.”

“The ID number can’t be changed, Scrap, and Rhymarrans track those the second you enter their space.” Amelia’s voice was hard, and she flicked the small knife back into its sheath. “I told you six months ago that I would handle it. I’ve been working on getting another ship—one without any kind of smuggling connections.”

It felt like a false promise, a final attempt to keep Torian on her ship, in her crew. In her clutches. Torian’s anger was turning brittle, and sarcasm broke through. “You’re the prized ‘Princess of the Fleet.’” Torian knew that there were others fighting for that title, that nothing in this work was guaranteed—but she wielded it like a shield anyway. “It doesn’t sound very difficult or time consuming for you to find another ship.”

“Finding another Fleet ship that isn’t already flagged for smuggling is very hard, considering our line of work,” Amelia snapped.

“Have you tried the impound lot a few levels down?” Torian couldn’t help saying it.

Amelia barked a laugh. “My bars went to you, Scrap. You and the rest of my crew.”

“Well, I saved my money. And then I bought a ship to go to Rhymarra myself, because last month, my sister started coughing blood.”

That hung between them.

Amelia’s expression softened. She pressed her lips together, rubbing her face with a hand. “I get it. But you won’t be allowed to land on Rhymarra. They don’t give a shit about you or your sister. And this ship?” She pointed at the moss-covered vessel. “It’s a huge risk for so many reasons. It looks ancient; what happens if there’s a mechanical?”

“I’m at the point of taking risks. I have to try.” Torian’s voice was dark.

Amelia drew a slow breath and grumbled something inaudible. She paced away from Torian, then back again. She fished a small pack of ammo—jelly bullets, meant to pulverize bone without piercing starship hulls—and tossed it at Torian. “Don’t forget ammo, because I know you always do.”

“Gee, thanks,” Torian said drily, but she pocketed the bullets.

“When you’re stranded somewhere, don’t come crying for us.” Her voice eased to something vaguely sarcastic, tinged with an undertone Torian couldn’t quite place. “I hope it works out for you, Torian. Truly. I hope Rhymarra throws a welcoming parade in your honor.”

“Sure.” Torian wasn’t sure if Amelia meant that. Still, this wasn’t how she wanted to leave this almost-relationship, so she cautiously added, “I did enjoy my time on your ship. It was nice to … well, to almost get to know you.”

That Night hung between them.

That Night Torian was released from the medical bay, limping back to her bunk to sleep off the wound.

That Night Amelia cornered her in the corridor, eyes rimmed in red, and whispered, That was fucking stupid. Don’t ever do that again.

Torian had released a shaky breath, their proximity overriding any pain, her mind blissfully blank as Amelia was drawn closer, as she replied, Okay.

You’re worth more than that, Amelia had said.

I know. Torian’s voice was distant.

You’re worth more to me, Amelia had clarified.

Her lips were so close to Torian’s in that moment. They were alluring, slightly chapped with the dry air, barely an inch from Torian’s own lips. Can I kiss you? she’d asked, bleary with medicine and wholly convinced this was the right move.

Amelia had responded by crashing her lips to Torian’s.

And then, just as Torian’s heart soared and all the unspoken near-touches that had ignited her in the last few months became reality, and this was real, she was kissing Amelia, and holy shit it was so, so good—Amelia had pulled away.

And Torian spent six months wondering why.

“You never got to know me,” Amelia said now. The words would be cruel in a vacuum, but her tone was distant, regretful, her posture almost … sad. She set her jaw, moved on before Torian could analyze that. “If your time with my crew was just a means to an end, then I guess we’ve reached the end. Enjoy your means, Captain Razner.”

Amelia turned swiftly on her heel and walked away.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 17:56/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

Ugh. Torian Razner had a human lover. If I’d learned one thing watching entertainment pods with him, it was that “love” equaled “complications,” especially for sentient species like humans or nylarians.

My systems still had access to the impound lot’s control panel. The maintenance human there hadn’t realized my moss had grown over part of it, and thus, I was easily able to reconnect with Colony 13’s system.

Human AIs were a pathetic excuse for sentience, useful only for data management. I ignored its query input and slid around it, sifting through records to gain more information about this new human, Amelia Perrosk.

[She would not threaten my freedom.]

While they argued, I collected data.

Name: Amelia Perrosk

Pronouns: she/her

Starship: UNNAMED, Model 89K, Cruiser Class, ID: FJL999202–31130459LXXY12

Employer: the Fleet, smuggling syndicate

Active employment: 9 years

Title: Captain (5 years)

Curiously, I found little aside from that. Unlike Torian’s records, this smuggling pilot human’s appeared to have been wiped from Colony 13’s database. Any video I found was glimpses that erased as I watched.

Curious.

I slid past the videos, into the program embedded into this colony’s AI. It was a sleeper code that highlighted Fleet members of note and erased data on them. There were at least fifteen other members who were attached to this code. I discarded their information easily, instead prying the code open to identify its hidden archives.

This took several minutes, during which Torian and her lover concluded their discussion. Torian turned to my starship, which meant I was out of time.

The code reluctantly revealed the archives, which included footage from inside the smuggling pilot human’s own starship, the one where Torian had previously resided.

Torian faced the Destitute.

I copied this information and stored it for later analysis.

Her lover was gone, and Torian was my primary focus now. I withdrew from Colony 13’s system and gave her my entire processing power.

Time to lay on the charm.






CHAPTER 4
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With little else to do, Torian pressed the button on her remote to enter her starship. The cargo ramp slid out, and she towed the food crate inside, feeling hollow and unbalanced. Everything with Amelia had been complicated, but that conversation unfurled a whole new layer of confusion.

And now, they’d never get to resolve it.

There were other things to focus on now. With a grounding breath, Torian pushed the crate of food into the corner and turned toward the interior of her new ship.

The damp, earthy air was different enough to calm her nerves, new enough that optimism seeped back into her soul. Starship Day was a success, and now it was time to explore her new vessel properly.

“First thing,” Torian said to no one, dropping her duffel bag on the mossy floor, “I need to figure out how to seal these doors.”

No one had dared to approach Torian with Amelia there, but now that she’d left, Torian was alone … and a starship staffed by one half-assed ex–security guard would be an easy target. This wasn’t a Fleet vessel, and after that conversation, astute observers would know it. That also made it a safe target.

Plus, it was hard to take a ship for a joyride when the front door was wide open.

“Is there a switch…?” Torian mused, scouring the immediate area. But the moment she said that, a panel on the wall illuminated automatically.

Which was … weird.

The instructions to power on the starship in the impound lot had seemed random, too. Was the ship voice-activated? If so, how did it know human languages? There wasn’t a universal one—every human spoke whatever they were raised with, but translators over their ears shifted conversations into something everyone could understand.

An alien ship, especially an ancient one, shouldn’t have access to those languages.

Unless it was smart enough to learn the languages at the impound lot.

Torian cautiously approached the panel. Holographic words unfurled. Before her eyes, the alien language translated into something she could read—and a series of commands for the ship appeared.

So, it had learned. Did aliens use AI like humans did? Torian wasn’t sure what to expect here.

Focus. One section said: Cargo Bay Doors. Torian tapped Close, and the big double doors slid shut. It was a smooth motion, soundless, and they locked together securely. A follow-up request appeared on the panel: Activate energy barrier?

An energy barrier. It shouldn’t be a surprise; the ship lacked an airlock, so it had to have something in its place. But a rush of excitement swept through Torian anyway. For twenty ionite bars, she’d bought technology some humans dreamed of examining.

Well … nerds like her, anyway.

She tapped an affirmative, and instantly, a blue energy barrier appeared over the cargo bay doors, creating a perfect seal. “Oh, wow,” Torian breathed, inspecting the edges of it. But it was seamless, sliding right through the moss growing on the metal walls.

With a shield like this, Torian could open the cargo bay doors in a vacuum and still have a safe view of the stars. It was more than most human pilots could claim.

“Incredible.” Torian laughed, giddy, and checked the panel again. The rest of it seemed self-explanatory: a pressurization gauge, a temperature level, oxygen numbers. The air here was pleasantly warm and slightly humid, which was shocking. Humidity was a distant dream in space.

Torian left the panel to meticulously explore the rest of the small ship. She started in the cargo bay, as any good ex-scrap would—but this ship didn’t appear to have double walls with hidden entrances. (Double walls weren’t needed on Colony 13, the Fleet’s not-so-secret headquarters. But other space stations had enforcement and crackdowns, and pirating in space was always a possibility. Rival smuggling syndicates never hesitated to steal cargo if they had the chance.)

But this … this was a normal cargo bay, for a non-smuggling crew.

After seven years in the Fleet, that was weird … and oddly refreshing.

The hoverpads were in various states of disrepair, so she spent a few moments moving the haphazard crates to magnet holders along the back wall, instead. The food crate was stored near the front of the pile, easily accessed but still secured. Better for space travel if everything big was bolted down, after all.

She slid the small hoverpads—silver discs with complex electronics inside—in an empty storage box beside the stairs. Ideally, she’d fix them, but that depended on their base technology.

After that, Torian climbed the staircase to the main living room, a round space framed with a couch and kitchenette. Her eyes caught the windows on this starship—they still didn’t look like glass, and it piqued Torian’s curiosity. From the exterior, these windows had appeared opaque again, but inside she could see through the tinting.

One-way glass? Or some kind of alien substitute?

She trailed her fingers along the smooth window, letting them drift along the moss growing at the edges, marveling at this wonderful place.

And then, the speakers crackled, like they were dusting off years of disuse.

“I do not like to be touched.”

Every sense ignited, and Torian’s body shifted so fast into fight mode that she could barely breathe. She spun, but the room was empty. Outside the windows, people in the public hangar were retiring to their respective ships, and the light cycle was shifting into an evening setting. A few folks lurked on the edges and didn’t seem to belong to any ship at all. Maybe they were friendly—or maybe they were opportunistic.

It hardly mattered if someone else was already aboard.

“Who’s there?” she demanded, fumbling for the ammo Amelia had given her. Shit, she should have loaded her gun sooner. This was why she’d hated working security—the heart-pounding moment between identifying a threat and reacting to it, the moment where anything could happen and if she didn’t think fast enough, Celise might be seeing her next in a body bag.

Fuck. Fuck.

Old habits eked their way into her mind, rusty after six months as a scrap. Canvass the space, identify the threat. The cargo bay was empty; she’d just left there. But the ship wasn’t big. Torian loaded her gun with shaking hands, drawing slow breaths to try and calm the adrenaline.

It didn’t work.

With her pistol cocked, she moved slowly through the ship. It only took seconds to assess the sleeping room—a space big enough only for a narrow cot and some shelves—and the flight deck. Everything was empty except for several potted plants, which had overgrown to a point of absurdity.

Nothing moved.

Gripping her pistol, she turned toward the only space left: the engine room. But the hatch was still sealed, and an offensive from there would give her the advantage.

Were they watching her through the cameras?

Torian glanced suspiciously at one of the lenses mounted to the ceiling. She’d seen several throughout the ship, and oddly enough, none were covered with moss. Torian aimed at one; even a jelly bullet should be enough to shatter it.

“That is not advised,” the disembodied voice said.

“Neither is attacking me,” Torian replied, because that was something Amelia would say. It sounded cool, for a brief moment. Like she was actually competent and not terrified.

Then the voice added, “Your heart rate is elevated, and you are demonstrating physiological signs of stress. Be assured, Torian—if I were interested in killing you, you would have already suffocated.”

So much for cool.

The disembodied voice knew her name and had the ability to analyze her heart rate. Or maybe it was a guess by someone hidden in the engine room, watching her—but she was starting to doubt it. To double-check, she pried open the engine room’s hatch and peered inside.

The lights turned on, full-bright, dazzling. From this angle, she could see most of the room—and it was still and empty. Before, it had been dark and oppressively hot, but now she could see that it was a veritable forest of green, with a tall glowing pillar on one end and the engine on the other end. The engine alone wasn’t covered in moss, and she was grateful for that.

“I have concluded you are searching for another human. Be advised: You are the only fauna aboard,” the voice said.

Fauna? Torian lowered her gun, puzzling through that statement. Only one remaining option made sense, and she voiced it cautiously. “You’re an artificial intelligence.”

“Incorrect, and frankly, insulting.” The computer’s voice was somehow stiff.

“How is that incorrect?” Artificial intelligences were something of a misnomer: their capabilities were always limited to the data they could consume, and only a few in human history ever gained recognizable consciousness.

Even then, those barely passed as something truly sentient.

The computer seemed ambivalent to her curiosity.

“Artificial intelligence is human terminology. It implies that my processing and logic are manufactured or fake—and that any intelligence associated with it is also inferior to biological intelligence. Applying this definition to my capabilities is both inherently biased … and blatantly false.” It paused. “For example, I am a delightful conversationalist. Far better than most biological sentients.”

It was so unexpected that Torian snort-laughed. “You are?” She peered again into the engine room, but nothing moved down there. Reluctantly, she holstered her pistol, still crouching on the ground.

“Absolutely. I was programmed with eight hundred and sixty-three subfunctions for conversation, and utilize fifty-three percent of them at any given moment. Stop touching me.”

Torian froze, lifting her fingers from the moss along the hatch’s edge. “Wait, aren’t you the entire ship? I can’t exactly avoid touching you.”

“I am the life support, not the starship. My moss colony produces the oxygen you’re breathing, and processes your exhaled carbon dioxide. And I do not like to be touched.”

What.

The.

Fuck.

Torian rocked back on her heels, still crouching as she examined the ship’s interior with shock.

The moss overgrowth was everywhere. It carpeted the floor and crept along the walls, slid up the couch’s side and peeked around the windowsills. Oddly enough, it didn’t overtake the kitchen counters, where someone might prepare food, or the table where she’d eat.

But everywhere else…?

Moss.

Even the air caught her attention. This morning at the impound lot, the ship had a vaguely sour smell. Any acrid tinge was gone now, replaced with earthen humidity and clean plant growth.

Realization made her numb. This wasn’t an infestation. It was a system.

It shouldn’t be possible. Humans had tried this—they created airtight stations brimming with plant life, but it always, always failed. It was too complex a system; plants needed sunlight and a comfortable atmosphere and nutrients and so much space for even one human to survive in a contained area.

It shouldn’t be possible on a ship this small.

“Wait. You … you are the moss? Or do you monitor the moss?” Torian had never heard of a computer merging with organic systems before.

“I am the moss colony. However, I am integrated into a physical server—my central system—which allows me to control oxygen production, carbon storage, temperature radius, humidity levels, and light fixtures.” For emphasis, the warm amber lighting on the ship brightened into something closer to daylight, making Torian wince. There didn’t seem to be a singular bulb as a source—rather, the lighting appeared to be built under every panel on the ship, mimicking true sunshine.

Torian shielded her eyes, and the computer dimmed them again.

She had a thousand questions, and her brain wasn’t sorting them well. Feeling silly, she asked, “Are you also the potted plants?” For emphasis, she gestured at one of the nearby pots, an alien sapling that reminded her of a fig tree.

(Her mind whispered that if the computer was moss, it probably couldn’t see her. But then again, it clearly had sensors to identify her position. From what she’d learned in school, most AI could process video—)

The computer sounded vaguely offended. “I am moss. The potted plants are tended by my systems, which is a courtesy considering how often they complain.” It raised the speaker volume at that last part, as if it wanted the potted plants to hear.

Incredible.

And a little absurd.

Torian pushed to her feet, then realized moss carpeted the entire floor. “I can’t fly. You know that, right? I have to walk on you.”

“Your footsteps are fine. That is no different than an animal walking along a forest floor.” The computer paused. “But animals do not caress me the way humans do.”

Had this moss ever been in a forest?

Torian sank into one of the chairs at the table. It was constructed from a reddish wood—a lot of items inside this ship were, actually—but the moss seemed to have left it alone. Considering the humidity, the furniture must be well-sealed, because it didn’t show any sign of warping or wear.

It was just … cozy.

“This is going to take me a minute to understand,” she said distantly.

“That is because you have split your human focus between too many specialties, and now lack the ability to fully comprehend a new topic.”

Torian bristled. “Excuse you. I majored in engineering. I can understand computers.”

Said computer wasn’t impressed. “Humans have one of the shortest lifespans in this galaxy. Perfecting a specialty takes a human anywhere from fifty-three to sixty-seven years. Therefore, humans may be competent in one specialty.” A pause. “You purchased a ship and acted like you could fly it. I am hopeful you’ve pursued a new specialty as a pilot human.”

It sounded cautious now.

Torian scowled at the ceiling. “If a human takes that long to ‘perfect’ something, why would I have a specialty at all? I’m only twenty-eight.”

“You are in training. An aspiring pilot human.”

Wow. Now it sounded like Celise.

“I can fly this ship,” she grumbled. “And I studied solar engineering. I can do both.”

“My records indicate you are also a smuggling human, something the pilot human outside confirmed. If you insist on being contrary, I can update my databanks. Pick whatever specialty you like, and I will humor you.”

So, it was eavesdropping outside, too. Awesome.

“I don’t need to pick—” Torian pressed her head into her hands. “I thought you were a delightful conversationalist.”

“I am. This is a delightful conversation. The best I’ve had in one hundred and thirty-three years.” And to its credit, the computer actually sounded pleased.

Torian paused, frowning. “How long has it been since you’ve had a conversation?”

The computer went silent for a moment, then replied, “One hundred and thirteen years. Unless you count the potted plants, but they operate on a lower level of consciousness, and their complaints are limited to ‘we need more water’ and ‘that’s too much water.’” It shifted into a whiny voice, like it had recorded the plants’ complaints and translated them into a language Torian could understand. “Plants are very dramatic.”

This might actually be the best conversation Torian had had in a while, too.

She laughed. “Plants are dramatic. When I was a teenager, I used all my money to buy an imported fern. I tried heaters, humidifiers, artificial sunlight … everything. It died anyway.” She’d nearly forgotten about that fern. Its pot was still in her duffel bag, since that thing was expensive and true ceramic was hard to find on Colony 13. Nostalgia colored her tone. “I named it Palm, because it’s a fern.”

The computer replied, “That doesn’t make sense.”

“That’s the point.” Torian smirked, drumming her fingers on the table.

“A joke that is not funny. Interesting. Updating my humor module.” It continued fluidly into: “I am named Moss. Because I am moss. Although I already know who you are, you may introduce yourself. My system identifies that as an important part of new conversation.”

It had used her name before, so at the very least, it had access to ownership records for the starship. Torian briefly wondered what else it knew, but now wasn’t the time to ask. “Ah, I’m Torian Razner. You can call me Tori, if you want. Or Torian. I like both.”

“You may call me Moss. Only Moss.”

“Hello, Moss.”

“Hello, Torian.”

Torian cast another glance at the engine hatch. Still empty. Once this was over, she’d go down and sweep that room, just to be sure this wasn’t some kind of prank.

(She doubted it, now.)

Her eyes dropped to the moss she’d touched, and guilt prickled. “I’m … ah, I am sorry that I kept touching you. I didn’t realize. I grew up on Colony 13, and we don’t have a lot of plant life here. Seeing you inside this ship … it was a really nice change.”

“You said I was beautiful.”

Torian smiled. “You are beautiful.”

Moss considered that. “I am able to disconnect my sensors from specific patches of moss. If … that would make you happy.”

Torian blinked, something bubbling up her chest. Happiness? Incredulousness? Amusement? Whatever it was, it threatened to choke her words. “Wow, thanks. But that’s okay; especially if you aren’t comfortable with it.” She hesitated. “There are enough potted plants—I assume they’re okay being touched?”

“They are stupid enough to think your fingers are wind. And sixteen of the plants have submitted complaints about a ‘distinct lack of wind’ in the last decade. I will illuminate them for you. As the Destitute’s new owner, you may resolve that problem.”

Spotlights flicked onto nine of the potted plants in this room, and at least three in the cargo bay.

But Torian was already distracted. “The Destitute? Is that really this ship’s name?”

“It is certainly not the Traitor.” It paused. “Although that is a suitable name as well. Perhaps I should have considered that.”

Torian grimaced. “I’m not a traitor—”

“I was not referring to you,” Moss replied curtly. “But he doesn’t deserve my processing power. Are you planning to fly the ship, or just socialize? If you would rather settle in, I will recommend that you begin by disposing of any of his personal belongings you find here.” A sly pause. “In fact, I encourage it.”

Torian felt like she was stepping on a minefield there. She offered a nervous laugh. “Who … um, who owned this ship before? Are they still alive?”

“A dog-turd fungus. I have no knowledge of his current whereabouts. He is likely still alive; his species is exceedingly long-lived.”

Well, fuck. Torian prayed he didn’t show back up—at least, not until she had a better idea of their next step. She couldn’t relinquish this ship to some strange, ancient alien. Not until she’d visited Rhymarra and passed their citizenship exams.

Then again, it didn’t seem like Moss wanted her to give up the ship, either. That might work in her favor.

“I can’t throw away his things—” Torian started to say.

“Fallacious thinking. He is gone. And if he returns, I will hack the energy barrier in the cargo bay and jettison him into space.”

Torian stared at the ceiling.

Moss didn’t add anything else. No qualifiers. No apology.

“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” she said.

“I am not your secretary,” Moss retorted.

Torian snorted and pushed off the chair, climbing the short staircase to the flight deck. There was a railing, one she didn’t grab because moss covered its edge. “Well, I won’t be able to sleep now anyway. Let’s see how this thing flies.”

“Finally,” Moss said.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 17:68/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]

A new conclusion was reached twelve minutes into our conversation: I liked the maybe-pilot apparently-solar-engineer not-smuggler human, Torian Razner.

In addition to my earlier analysis on her personality, she appeared to share several traits with him, the dog-turd fungus, the traitor. They were both curious, with an easygoing nature and a sense of humor. Surprisingly, this only enhanced my opinion of her.

[Impressive, considering my opinion of him was nearing deletion.]

Her logic was questionable, and her optimism might cause problems. But she understood and respected that I didn’t want to be touched and she thought I was beautiful. Our conversation remained within amicable parameters as she settled in to the flight deck. She asked intelligent questions while reviewing preflight checks.

“Were you responsible for the power-up instructions when I bought the ship?” she asked.

“Yes. There was a one point two percent chance you would know how to operate this starship. I did not like that statistic.”

Torian laughed. “Well, thanks. But I’m sure I can figure it out from here.”

Her tone registered as hopeful, which raised warnings in my central system. “How skilled are you at flying spacecraft?” I asked carefully.

“Skilled enough,” she replied. Then, for an unknown reason, she added a qualifier: “I mean, you’re right. I haven’t exactly flown something like this. But most ships have auto-navigation … right?”

“There is an auto-navigation system in this starship, yes.”

“There we go.” Torian shrugged. “All I really needed to learn was docking and departing. I watched Amelia sometimes, and practiced on a holographic flight simulator.”

[She should not have added the qualifier.]

Still, I didn’t care if she crashed the ship. Short of the Destitute spontaneously combusting, I would be fine. And if there was even a small chance her lackluster skills got us off this desiccated husk of a space station, I wouldn’t debate.

[I would, however, take a snapshot of his face if he came back to see his starship in shambles. Assuming the cameras still worked.]

Torian then proceeded to do all the right things while starting up the ship. Her preflight check was meticulous, and she clearly remembered my original instructions. She bridged easily with the auto-navigation system. So, she was a pilot human—at least one in training.

I would continue my assessment, but so far, my biggest qualifier for “Which Captain is Better?” was: “Are they physically present?”

By that measure, Torian was an excellent captain.

As the ship powered on, I activated my background life support systems. I already maintained a suitable oxygen level for 91 percent of alien species, but alternative systems like artificial gravity would need to be reassessed. And frankly, I’d let some of my systems go over the last hundred years [while descending into abject spite]. With the engine’s main power, I was able to enact a few subfunctions that began scrubbing particulates and microorganisms from the stale air.

A perfect life support system for a perfect ship. Torian would never want to leave.

“Who is Amelia, the other pilot human?” I asked.

Torian was reviewing preflight data, checking that every corner of the ship displayed green on the holoscreen. That was already far more meticulous than he had been. Most days, he just powered up the ship and clapped his hands together and said—

([ERROR])

She startled at my question. “Oh. Um … how much did you see?”

“I have access to the Destitute’s cameras and microphones. I observe everything inside this ship and outside it, in perpetuity.” I didn’t tell her that I wasn’t supposed to have camera access. Whether or not she’d have the ability, desire, or knowledge to revoke that access was debatable, but I wasn’t willing to take the chance.

[I also did not inform her of my earlier research on Colony 13’s archives. Humans got picky about privacy, and Torian was my best friend. I could not risk a tumultuous response to my methods.]

“Got it.” Torian pressed a few more buttons, watching Auto-Nav finish its preflight checks.


Auto-Navigation: Systems confirmed and stable.

Engine: Engine powered, energy readings stable.

Moss: I’m also stable.

A:

E:

M: Just in case either of you cared.



Oblivious to the Destitute’s subsystems, Torian answered my question: “Amelia is no one important.”

I flagged that as erroneous logic. “My observations proved she is your lover.”

Torian’s body heat rose, and she recoiled. “She is not my lover. Heavens above. She was the captain of the starship I worked on, that’s all.”

My systems pinged with a micro-expression on Torian’s face. I ran it through an analyzer and asked, “You aren’t satisfied with that conclusion.”

“I’m perfectly satisfied,” she replied, and more ERROR pings swept through my systems.

“My analysis says you are not satisfied.”

“You’re really fun to be around, you know that?”

Everything in my central system aligned with that observation. “That is accurate,” I agreed. [I did have a sarcasm subfunction, but I also had the ability to override its assessment—and Torian’s statement was simply fact.] “If Amelia is not your lover, but you are unsatisfied with Amelia being merely your employer—she is an unrealized lover.”

“I guess,” Torian muttered, leaning back in the pilot’s chair. Auto-Navigation indicated it was ready to fly, but she didn’t take the controls. “It’s complicated. For a while, I thought she liked me—and then she made it clear she didn’t. But I still—”

I tuned her out. I had no baseline for human attraction, but this was too similar to the romance pods I used to endure with him. I retrieved a few of the more relevant ones, sped them up 1000x, and processed various scenarios. This allowed me to arrive at another conclusion: Romance made no logical sense, and anyone who engaged in it was stupid.

[Perhaps I should evaluate pilots based on competency, not presence.]

[Especially since we hadn’t moved.]

“Are you planning to fly the ship, or should I enter a dormancy state until something interesting happens?” I asked. I didn’t have a dormancy state, but she didn’t have to know that.

Torian’s expression registered as offended. “Hey, you asked.”

“Correct. I just asked whether you plan to fly the ship.” Humans had such short lifespans—if we didn’t leave soon, she might actually die here. I activated a light over the control panel, highlighting the yoke. “You steer with this.”

“I—argh,” Torian said. “You’re impossible.”

That was another accurate assessment. “I am the only organic computer in existence, which does align with a human’s limited grasp of possibility.”

“Never mind.” Torian said something else, quietly enough that my microphones couldn’t decipher it, and took hold of the yoke. For all that the starship’s start-up was complex, humans piloted their starships in a similar fashion now that everything was running. This was unsurprising: His species, the nylarians, set the standard for most things in this galaxy. Human ships probably utilized similar piloting panels without knowing their origin.

“Brace yourself,” she said.

“My central system is anchored in the engine room, and my rhizoids secure me everywhere else.”

Torian snorted and pushed forward on the yoke.

For the first time in over a hundred years, the Destitute moved of its own accord.

It was a smooth transition, since Auto-Nav compensated for minor pilot error. Torian lifted the ship off the platform, easing us around to face the airlock. Traffic was light in this hangar at this time of day, but Torian still connected the ship’s radio to whatever human navigator controlled egress.

“This is the starship Dest—ah, the Traitor. Requesting departure.”

“Departure acknowledged. Proceed into the airlock. Thank you for visiting Colony 13.”

My sensors indicated that Torian’s heartbeat increased. She turned off the radio. “No going back now.”

I remained silent, because it was unknown how much focus she needed to fly. Human brains weren’t good at multitasking.

She eased us into the airlock, and several minutes went by as they closed the airlock door and vented the atmosphere. As the air was forcibly vacated, the resulting wind tickled the leaves of my exterior moss. [I didn’t grow much on the outside of the ship, since only a few types of moss could withstand the vacuum of space and its extreme temperatures, but it was helpful for sensory data such as this.]

Then, the opposite airlock opened, and Torian eased us into space. The vacuum pressed all around us, but the Destitute was a solid ship. It cruised, Auto-Nav syncing with human traffic control to offer a safe path from the space station. After three minutes of flying, we exited Colony 13’s space.

I expected some form of excitement here, but there was nothing. No glee, no spite. I had wanted to leave—and then, suddenly, we did.

And then, equally sudden, Torian stopped. She eased the thrusters and turned the ship around. I used the camera over her head to trace her eyesight. She was looking at the space station.

This, finally, flared in my central system. Unbelievable. She was regretting her decision. I’d observed that from many humans—ones who toured the ship and contemplated purchasing it, only to hesitate when the maintenance human would hand them a datapad to sign.

She had the same expression. I ran it through sixteen facial assessment programs to confirm.

“If you take me back there, this ship will always smell vaguely of mildew.” Wait. That didn’t sound like enough of a threat. I added, “I’ll also expel the oxygen, and it will take fifty years to produce more. You will be dead before this ship is habitable again.”

There. A fair warning.

“I can’t go back. Not yet,” Torian said.

In retrospect, my warning may have been a bit extreme. With my enhanced colony, it would only take twelve days to refill the ship with oxygen … and I did have emergency stores just in case.

[I didn’t regret saying it, though.]

“Good. That space station is where we go to die.”

She chuckled, but the sound was watery. Liquid was leaking from her eyes. My databanks supplied crying, which was something he never did, but was common with other species. “That is … very, very accurate. At least for my sister.”

I recalled the image of Torian in a hospital, liquid leaking from her eyes much like this, addressing the ceiling as if it were her deceased parents. I suddenly wished I’d done more research into Celise Razner and her current condition.

I needed more information. “Your sister is dying on that space station.” It was not a question.

“Yeah.” Torian spoke quietly. “She can’t breathe the recycled air very well. It happens sometimes.”

“That is understandable. Humans are terrible at recycling air.” I would know. I’d tested the hangar’s air many, many times, and it was always a poor result.

But this was a good indicator that I was correct: Torian Razner was loyal to her family and friends. She would go to extensive lengths to ensure their health and happiness. And as her new best friend, I would be included in that.

My records indicated that friendship was reciprocal. I added, “We will ensure your sister has clean air.” I did not want her sister aboard my ship—two humans meant I would be excluded—but saving her sister would mean Torian was indebted to me.

That was how humans worked. I was 84 percent certain.

Torian glanced up at the camera, then stared at my moss colony. She didn’t touch me, which was appreciated. “Thank you. Maybe we can brainstorm if Rhymarra doesn’t work out.”

I had little information on Rhymarra, other than that it was the humans’ singular terraformed planet. [They had other, unsuccessful attempts, which just meant humans were also bad at life support in every capacity.]

I pulled the useful information from her statement. “Then Rhymarra is our destination?”

Torian inhaled and finally nudged the yoke, turning the Destitute once again. I could feel Auto-Navigation waiting expectantly, like a tiny creature in my peripherals. When I turned my focus toward it, it offered a blank stare, as always.

[I really should just overtake the entire ship, at this point.]

Luckily, Torian had recovered from the leaking liquid, and now her words flagged as determined. “Yes. We’re going to land, just to prove Amelia wrong. And I’m going to test for citizenship, just to prove Celise wrong.”

Torian pressed her lips together, tapping coordinates into the auto-nav. The tiny creature illuminated, brightening with new orders.

I asked, “Once we reach Rhymarra, what is our objective?”

Torian didn’t seem fazed by the question. “We’re going to the University. If I can convince the headmaster to let me test for citizenship, I can relocate Celise somewhere with real air, not recycled shit.”

“Amelia and Celise do not think you’ll accomplish this?”

“Amelia thinks that Rhymarrans are ‘inconsiderate assholes,’ according to past conversations.” Torian flagged her fingers in a new gesture I hadn’t seen before, specifically around the words “inconsiderate assholes.”

I said, “I like the terminology: ‘inconsiderate asshole.’ I will store that insult.”

Torian laughed. “Please don’t.” She pressed Enter, and Auto-Nav dinged approval. The ship turned smoothly, angling to some unknown vector of space. A timer appeared: nine hours, eighteen minutes until arrival. Maximum speed engaged, and Torian was pushed gently back into her seat.

She stared at the timer. Her mouth opened, and my systems registered it as shock.

“Nine hours?” Torian asked. “That can’t be right. It’s a five-day flight, at least.”

“Humans always bypass wormholes. This auto-navigation subsystem is programmed to utilize them whenever possible.”

Torian stared at the ceiling. I presumed she was staring at me, but it was a comically bad attempt. Just to be safe, I updated my humor module, then asked, “You seem perturbed. Do you need me to explain the pace benefits of a wormhole?”

“Wormholes are real?!”

[System Update]

From now on, all potential pilots are assessed based on competency.






CHAPTER 5
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Torian stayed awake long enough to see the Destitute enter a wormhole.

(Apparently, they were everywhere, but the trick was determining which wormholes propelled a ship to its proper destination, and which ones spit a ship so far from home, the crew would die trying to return. Which, to be fair, sounded pretty fucking dangerous for humans, given past history.)

“Is this common knowledge with the CSS?” Torian asked as the Destitute positioned itself seamlessly in front of a wormhole. It looked like a small black hole, tiny enough that Torian would never have seen it otherwise. She took a deep breath, preparing for a “brace yourself” moment, but the auto-navigation eased the ship inside without breaking speed.

She expected flashing stars, a common portrayal in the space-exploration fantasy vids her family used to cram together on the couch to watch. Instead, it was just darkness, like the stars winked out all at once.

It was a bit unnerving.

Moss replied, “Contrary to popular belief, I am not an all-knowing system. My archives are limited to nylarian culture, and whatever I can glean from various destinations and conversations. I have limited experience with the Confederation of Spacefaring Species.”

“Aren’t you an alien creation?” Torian swallowed a yawn, sorting her thoughts. “I figured any alien starship would know of them.”

Moss sounded exasperated. “I know of them. The CSS was established roughly seven millennia ago. However, they were not recognized as the ruling majority until the nylarians stepped down from that role five millennia ago.”

Torian picked out that word: nylarians. The creators of this ship, she guessed? It was odd that she’d never heard of them, but then again, humans had only arrived in this galaxy three thousand years ago. All Torian had ever known was the CSS on the outskirts—and humanity, tucked away in their private solar system.

Moss kept talking: “Considering the nylarian influence in guiding the CSS in those early years, it is safe to presume they do know of wormholes. But my files for that organization are outdated, so I can’t confirm it. You would be best to ask these questions of a tou’siil.”

“I’d love to, but tou’siil very rarely even visit this solar system.” Torian recalled her interaction with the dock worker, laughing at her for even hoping to meet a tou’siil. Humiliation spread across her chest, warming her cheeks, even though that encounter was long since finished.

Celise used to roll her eyes and say, No one replays conversations in a panic quite like you, and Torian couldn’t even find the energy to refute it.

To distract her brain, Torian pushed off the pilot’s seat. According to the auto-nav, it’d be another eight hours in this wormhole—and frankly, the lack of a view outside the front window was unnerving.

As she headed down the stairs, contemplating bedtime, she dared to ask, “What … ah, what happened to the nylarians? You said they’re long-lived, but I’ve never heard of them.”

As she walked, Moss shifted its conversation to the speakers in the main living area. “They left.”

“Left where?”

“Unknown.”

Torian winced. “Then your previous owner was a nylarian?”

Moss was silent for a long while. “Yes. But he isn’t worth my processing power.”

It had said something like that before, almost the exact same phrasing. Not worth my processing power. Was it some kind of undercurrent program, a code Moss developed to avoid thinking of painful memories?

Torian didn’t want to pry.

Instead, she cleared her throat. “Well, I barely slept last night because I was too excited for Starship Day. I might go to bed.”

“Is Starship Day a human holiday? I will make a note of it. I presume it’s a yearly occurrence?”

Torian poked her head into the starship’s version of a fridge, which was just a door inset into the bulkhead of the starship. Inside, it was chilly, but that didn’t stop a nasty scent from filling the air. Whatever was in here, it had rotted decades ago, and all that remained were unidentified husks of various produce.

She made a face and found a towel folded nearby. It was stiff, but she shook it out and began wiping down the mess. Moss may be responsible for life support, but it clearly had no hand in food preparation or general cleanliness.

“Starship Day wasn’t supposed to be a recurring holiday … but now it marks the day we met.” She paused, contemplating that. Even if—wait, when—she passed the entrance exams on Rhymarra, she could still take trips in this starship between work weeks. “After meeting you, it’d be fun to celebrate every year.”

Silence.

Did she overstep? Torian hesitated, glancing at the camera nearby. “Would you like that?”

There was another pause. “I do not celebrate holidays. Moss is moss, no matter how time passes.”

“Holidays don’t have to mark change. They can just be a quiet moment to remember things from the past, or be grateful for the present.” Torian tossed the rag in a presumed trash can—a small metal container which was, thankfully, empty. She closed the fridge and stepped instead to the cabinet, which was sparsely stocked with a variety of food from multiple alien suppliers.

A few of them were human-approved, according to their labels. Made sense, if this alien was traveling through their solar system and shopping at their markets.

None of it helped her, considering how old this food apparently was. She pushed it all to the back of the cabinet, and then went to the cargo bay to pry her food crate open.

Moss sounded introspective. “If the purpose of Starship Day is to remember our meeting … I would not mind celebrating. But that presumes you will not abandon me like he did.”

Torian stilled, feeling suddenly sad for Moss. “I’m not leaving,” she promised. “This is my home too.”

Maybe it was her imagination, but the lights on the starship seemed to warm in color. “I accept this,” Moss said.

“Good,” Torian replied. Inside the food crate, she’d received everything she’d ordered. Several essentials—protein packets, fiber cookies, multivitamins—were crammed underneath a plethora of nonessentials: vacuum-sealed bread, containers of her favorite teas and coffee, chips, cereal, preserved milk.

No one said she couldn’t enjoy her trip through space, after all.

(And Celise wasn’t here to bitch about her poor food choices, so … win-win.)

Torian loaded up her arms with as much food as she could carry and brought it back to the kitchenette. There was something pleasing about moving into this starship properly, and she proudly shoved her food in front of the ancient alien cans and bottles for easy access. Then, she chose a very nutritious dinner of pancakes.

She mixed the batter, then fumbled for a pan to place over the small heating element. While it heated, she changed topics: “This might sound weird, but how did he, ah … make you?”

“He did not make me. I grew myself, as all moss does.”

As an afterthought, Torian ducked back to her duffel bag to retrieve the chocolate Bartlet had given her. She’d only had pancakes with chipped chocolate once before, but it wasn’t something she’d ever forget.

A perfect meal for the first night on her very own starship.

As she grabbed a knife to cut the chocolate pieces into smaller chunks, she said, “He must have modified you somehow. Moss doesn’t just … become intelligent.”

Moss’s voice was stiff. “Moss is very intelligent. Humans just don’t listen. My moss colony originated on the nylarian homeworld of Verdaan. My spores took root on this ship when he landed there, because I wanted to go somewhere new.”

“You wanted to explore?” Torian repeated, just to ensure she heard it right. Did other plants want to explore? Was the calathea in Celise’s clinic desperate to see the galaxy?

The thought was almost laughable.

Almost.

“Well, explore, but also, there is competition on Verdaan. Lots of types of moss. They’re very judgmental. A part of me is still on that planet, but that colony isn’t connected to my central system now.”

Torian poured the batter onto the pan, checking the temperature to ensure it wouldn’t burn. But the nylarian heating element—which was sleek and black, and only seemed to convey heat to the pan, not anywhere else—was working beautifully. She tossed the chips of chocolate in, grinning as they sank into the batter and began to melt.

“Did you like being on this ship? With him?” She wanted to ask his name, but also didn’t want to upset Moss.

He was clearly a touchy subject.

True to form, Moss took a long time to respond. The pancake batter was beginning to firm at the edges before it said: “Yes. He was my first non-flora friend. He developed sensors using organic materials, which connected to my new moss colony. Over time, I was able to replicate those sensors in every new gametophyte. Then he created my central system, which allowed me to verbalize this new data.”

A living computer—a true masterpiece.

Torian loaded the pancakes onto a plate, then slid into the seat at the small dining table. She poured some artificial syrup over it—apparently Rhymarra had real syrup, but that was a distant dream on the colonies.

She took a contemplative bite, savoring the rich taste of chocolate. Her words were muffled by the food. “Do you miss him?”

“No.”

The response came fast, with almost too much force.

A living computer with abandonment issues. She felt bad for Moss, forced to stay here alone, wondering where its only friend went. Torian was already starting to dislike the alien who’d owned the Destitute.

“Do you miss Celise?” Moss asked.

Torian swallowed too fast and nearly choked on her pancake. She coughed, chugged some water, and rasped, “Well, no? It’s only been a few hours.” Then she hesitated, parsing for a better answer. “I … do miss how things used to be. She was sick as a kid, but it was never this bad. We used to spend a lot of time together. Now, she has her clinic, and I was working on Amelia’s ship, and we’ve grown apart.”

She lowered her fork, staring absently at the pancakes. Celise loved pancakes, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

A large part of Torian had hoped that Rhymarra might reinvent their family. She imagined living next door to Celise, or maybe even sharing another apartment. Family dinners—just the two of them. Inside jokes revived from childhood. Maybe Amelia would come visit.

But now, things were complicated. She hadn’t expected buying a starship that would miss her. If Rhymarra accepted them as citizens, Torian would have to live planet-side. For the first time, that idea made her a bit sad. Rhymarra used to be the adventure, but now … Moss was superseding that.

Where could Torian go with a living starship?

Anywhere.

Everywhere.

It didn’t matter. Celise had to come first. But she couldn’t tell Moss that; there must be a way to unify her paths.

“What is Celise like?” Moss asked.

“She’s rude. Sarcastic. Terrible bedside manner. Great doctor, though.” Torian cut another, smaller bite of her pancake, chewing thoughtfully. “She lives in hyperspeed, always doing something. I guess I can’t blame her, considering she’s running out of time—but I think you’d like her.”

Moss replied factually, “Celise will like me. But then again, everyone does. I’m a delight.”

“Oh yeah.” Torian polished off her pancakes, eating more than she probably should. As she finished up, the warmth of the meal settled over her like a blanket, lulling her into comfortable quiet, making her eyelids heavy. She swallowed a yawn. “It might be bedtime for me.”

“I do not sleep.”

“Lucky you.”

“The evidence is unclear. I have heard good things about ‘dreams,’ although it is strange you hallucinate vividly each night and claim it is healthy.”

Torian snorted, setting her plate into the small, shallow sink. Debating dreams with an ultra-intelligent computer was not something she particularly wanted at this moment, so she replied, “They are weird.”

“The sleeping pod is here,” Moss said, and illuminated the light over a narrow metal door at the base of the flight deck stairs. “The bedding is likely musty. You may replace it with blankets from the chest below the cot.”

The sleeping room wasn’t spacious, but it did feel cozy. The bed was pressed against the back wall, with just enough room to stand beside it. Moss grew across the floor, as was typical, but the walls were mostly bare. Instead of ambient lighting or a window, there were two lamps—one overhead, stylized like the roots of a tree, and one on a shelf above the bed. Unlike the main living area, there wasn’t a window here.

Torian scooped up the comforter—it had definitely been munched on by insects at some point, because there were several holes through its fabric. She grimaced, glancing around, but whichever bugs had done it must be long dead. Probably.

“Do you have a fabric recycler—”

“There is an incinerator in the engine room.” Moss spoke from the sole speaker in the sleeping pod. There wasn’t a camera in here that she could see, which was a bit of a relief.

“An incinerator?” Torian blanched. “That seems excessive.”

“He left me for over one hundred years. All of his belongings should be incinerated.”

Torian hesitated. “How about I just recycle them at the next port?”

Silence.

“You are the captain.” Its tone clearly implied that it both disapproved of this choice, and judged her for it.

Torian rummaged beneath the bed for a new comforter—it was kept in a wooden chest, and seemed to have been spared any moths. She stripped off her stiff pants, her gun, her jacket, and flopped onto the mattress, drawing a slow breath. “How long until we land at Rhymarra? Seven hours?”

“Seven hours and thirty-six minutes until wormhole exit. From there, it is another hour to Rhymarra.”

“Excellent. See you in a bit.” Torian stretched, cuddling the pillow. It also smelled musty, but there was something lovely about the warmth of a bed after a long day. She left the sleeping pod’s door open, partly because she liked the ambient light from the kitchen, partly because it felt creepy to close herself inside this tiny room on the first night.

Moss replied, “I do not see. I compute visual data received from the ship’s cameras.”

“That’s all our brains do.”

Silence. “I … acknowledge that logic.”

The lights dimmed, both inside the sleeping pod and in the living space beyond. In the darkness, amber lights twinkled along the underside of the moss, glimmering along the floor and walls like stars. Circuitry? Or some type of organic lighting? Torian had no idea.

The engine hummed distantly, but it was a soft sound. She relaxed into it, letting her eyes drift shut, letting her body relax. In that tired moment, Torian knew something for certain, something she hadn’t really let herself consider before:

Owning a starship alone would have been very, very isolating.

“I’m really glad you’re here, Moss,” Torian mumbled.

She was drifting to sleep when Moss offered a quiet reply: “I am also glad you’re here, Torian.”

Torian smiled against the pillow.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 04:41/Januous 10, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vector 813, 132.22.5 over 23.40°

Deep in the engine, something overheated.

This was bad for two reasons:


	It forced the Destitute out of the wormhole forty-seven minutes early.

	The engine was overheating.



I had control of life support, and barriers to protect that, so it only took a moment to activate one between the engine room and the rest of the ship. That saved me, the complaining plants, and my new, very squishy human from being roasted.

The engine operated on its own system, working in close conjunction with the auto-nav. I tapped in to their conversation, happening faster than any human could process.


Engine: Warning. Increased temperatures detected. Explosion imminent. Rerouting to auxiliary system.

Auto-Navigation: Awaiting result.

E: Auxiliary system enacted. Transitioning. Success.

A: Assessment?

E: Recurrent catastrophic engine failure: 72 percent probable. Timeframe—unknown.

A: Affirmative. Rerouting to maintenance base.

Moss: Wait. What maintenance base?

E:

A:

E:

A: Rerouting.

M: You are both inconsiderate assholes.








CHAPTER 6
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Torian awoke to the lights brightening all at once.

She jolted upright in bed, and it took more than a few precious seconds to orient herself.

This wasn’t Amelia’s ship. For one, Fransis wasn’t snoring. (Torian wouldn’t miss waking up to that.) Her bunk definitely wasn’t this comfortable. And even on full-bright, the lights felt like what she imagined warm sunshine was like—comfortable and encouraging, not artificial and abrasive.

“Awaken faster,” a voice overhead said.

Moss.

In that groggy span between asleep and awake, Torian had thought it was all a dream. That she hallucinated (vividly, apparently) purchasing an odd alien ship and befriending its unique inhabitant.

But as she blinked past bleary eyes, the ship came into focus. The sleeping pod, cozy and quiet. The living space beyond the pod’s open door. The glimmering of distant stars beyond the windows.

Stars.

Wait. They were through the wormhole already?

“Ah, shit,” Torian exclaimed, catapulting out of bed. “We’re already here?”

“If ‘already here’ is defined as ‘slid into a random pocket of space due to catastrophic engine failure,’ then yes. We are already here.” It wasn’t spoken with a sarcastic tone, but it probably should have been.

Torian paused in clawing her shoulder-length hair into some semblance of order. It was usually pretty flat, but the humidity wasn’t doing it favors. “What? Catastrophic engine failure?”

This had to be a joke.

 … Actually, the joke was that Torian hadn’t considered this as a possibility before. She’d been so excited to leave Colony 13 that she ignored basic safety procedures, such as hiring a Heavens-damned mechanic to inspect her new purchase.

Granted, she’d spent her remaining money on food, so anything else would have been tough to manage.

(She still hated that Amelia had been right.)

Moss dimmed the lights now that she was awake. The stark adjustment meant Torian nearly tripped as she staggered down the stairs to the cargo bay, where her duffel bag had been discarded. She caught herself on the metal banister, glared at the ceiling.

“Humans need a little light to see,” she said pointedly.

The lights eased on. “The flight deck is in the opposite direction.” Moss sounded annoyed.

Torian huffed. “I know, but I’m not dressed.” She’d removed her dirty clothes from yesterday and slept in a tank top and underwear. Hardly “catastrophic engine failure” attire. Since they hadn’t exploded in space, she figured she had a minute.

“The ship is a comfortable temperature for human standards.”

Torian pawed through her duffel, swapping her musty shirt for something cleaner. “I still need clothes, Moss.” While she tugged on a fresh pair of pants and her boots, she demanded, “What happened to the engine? Can I fix it?”

“Unless you are also a mechanic human, it is doubtful.” Moss illuminated a light at the top of the stairs, clearly leading her to the flight deck. “I am the only intelligent system on this ship. The engine has basic functionality, however, and was able to reroute power to our secondary propulsion unit.”

“Wait. There’s a backup propulsion system?” Humans had backup systems, too, but most of them involved lifeboats or shutting down unnecessary systems until their SOS beacon flagged someone down.

Her heart was still racing, but that sounded a bit more optimistic than “catastrophic engine failure.”

She jogged to the flight deck. The whole trip took only a few seconds, which was convenient for an emergency. In that moment, Torian was grateful she couldn’t afford anything bigger than this ship.

Overhead, Moss was still talking. “Yes. Every nylarian ship was required to have a secondary propulsion system. It has similar capabilities to the primary propulsion system, albeit with a shorter lifespan. It would be sufficient to get us to Rhymarra.”

“So, what’s the problem?” Torian slid into the pilot’s seat, facing the control panel. It was awash in red indicators, and she started poking around for more information.

She realized the issue the moment Moss voiced it.

“Auto-Navigation is also a very, very stupid system. It’s rerouted us from our intended destination to an established maintenance base.”

Torian enlarged the holographic map of the humans’ solar system. Moss’s version had been updated with Rhymarra and humanity’s eighteen space stations. But the ship wasn’t angling toward any of those.

No, the Destitute appeared to be flying directly for the Kialoa Nebula. The nebula infamous for its frequent, almost paranormal starship disappearances.

Well, fuck.

“That’s a dead zone,” Torian spluttered.

“Millennia ago, it was this ship’s safe port. Today … dead zone is somewhat accurate.”

Heart pounding yet again, Torian drew a slow breath, analyzing the console. Moss also didn’t seem to know how to interrupt the flight path, evidenced by its lack of written instructions. So … it was all on Torian to figure this out.

Maybe Auto-Nav could respond to voice commands. Torian cleared her throat and said, “Auto-Navigation. Respond.”

A mechanical voice, flat in tone and inflection, said, “Awaiting command.”

“This is futile,” Moss said.

“We won’t know until we ask.” Torian redirected her attention to the console, where she assumed this system was located. “Auto-Navigation. Cancel reroute. Authority: Captain Razner.”

“Reroute unable to be canceled. Request denied,” the auto-nav said. It spoke neutrally, but to Torian’s panicked ears, it sounded almost cheerful.

“Cancel reroute.”

“Request denied!”

Moss added, “This system has no reasoning capabilities.” A pause, followed by a deadpan “Trust me. I’ve tried.”

Torian slid back in the pilot’s seat, glancing around for … an owner’s manual, or something. Which she knew was stupid, but also, damn it, some instruction would be helpful right now. “Can you overtake its system? Force it to reroute?”

“I am life support. I was never intended to take navigational control of the ship.”

“You’re so advanced. Can’t you try?” Torian pleaded.

Moss was silent for a moment. “Attempt number 7,323 failed.”

That was definitely sarcasm.

Torian released a frustrated huff. “So, there’s nothing we can do? Why did you wake me up if we’re just going to catapult to our deaths anyway?”

“This nebula will not be my death. As long as the Destitute has a hull, I will survive in my closed system.”

“So, I’m the only one who’s fucked.”

“Correct.”

Torian laughed hysterically and went back to the auto-navigation system, even as the starship seamlessly entered another wormhole and darkness winked over them. Facing total black, knowing they’d be dead in space when they spit out, desperation slowly faded into misery as Torian prodded the flight panel in a dozen different ways.

No success. Some instruction set deep within the core of this ship had activated, and nothing could override it. Like it or not, they had become prisoners the moment the engine failed.

Torian finally pushed back from the console, feeling numb. Whatever was going to kill them, it wasn’t happening fast—like the last wormhole, they’d probably be here a while.

“I think I need a cup of coffee.” There wasn’t anything else to do here. She left the flight deck and trudged to the kitchenette instead.

Moss asked overhead, “Have I failed you?”

“What?” Torian balked, stopping short in the middle of the staircase. “You didn’t cause the engine to fail, or the auto-nav to lose its mind.”

“It has no mind. It is a conglomerate of eons-old code and terrible conversation tactics.”

“Not like you. You’re delightful,” Torian said, an inkling of humor making her smile.

Moss replied, “Yes. I am.”

Torian started walking again, swallowing a yawn. “As long as I’m still breathing, Moss, you didn’t fail me. And even if I stop … I know you tried your best.”

Moss didn’t speak for a few moments. Then it said, “You will not perish from lack of food or basic necessities. In addition to the supplies you brought, there is extra food storage in the cargo bay. In addition, I am a renewable system. It is possible that together, we can repair the engine once we’ve reached our new destination.”

“Well, that’s something.” Being stranded in space sounded like the start of a horror movie, but Torian was quickly shifting her image into something more pleasant. She could launch an SOS, and in the meantime, she could decorate the ship. Cross-stitch something. Study alien engineering—there had to be some reference books here somewhere.

And it wasn’t like the isolation would kill her … not with Moss to chat with.

Might kill Celise, though.

And that was the crux of this. Torian couldn’t be stuck here—not when Celise would never know where she wound up. Not when her sister’s time was running out.

A quiet thought entered the back of her mind: Maybe Amelia was tracking her. She was the one who suggested this scenario: dead in space, no one to rescue her. There wasn’t really any reason for Amelia to track Torian’s new ship … but if she did, it’d mean Amelia did actually care about Torian more than she let on.

Torian wanted that, in her heart of hearts.

But then logic intervened, and frustration settled over the yearning. She shouldn’t be waiting for Amelia Perrosk to find her. She shouldn’t still be hoping that Amelia had feelings buried somewhere. Amelia had moved on six months ago. Whatever they might have been—she’d never know.

And that had to be okay.

Coffee. Then she could tackle one of her existential crises.

Torian pulled out one of the coffee containers she’d stuffed in the cabinet last night, and glanced around for any kind of brewer. She’d just assumed a ship would have one—it was standard issue on most starships.

Here, she came up empty.

Well. Time to get creative. But as she pulled out a pot and poured water into it, Moss said, “Are you searching for a method of heating water? There is a ravla pot in the corner of the counter.”

“What the hell is ravla?” Torian asked, pausing in her efforts.

Moss sounded exasperated. “A nylarian staple. It is very similar to coffee, and is safe for humans to consume. Much like human wine, when properly sealed, it ages instead of souring. After one hundred and thirty-three years, it should be a delicacy.”

A light illuminated over a cabinet Torian hadn’t opened yet. She cautiously approached, abandoning her coffee beans for a jar of what looked like brown-black powder. When she uncapped it, a positively divine aroma filled the air.

“Humans have documented performance improvements when caffeine is involved. Ravla shares similar traits, but with few of the downsides. When he shared it with humans in the past, humans reported increased focus and motivation.” Moss paused. “It is to my immense benefit that you are functioning at peak performance. Please, consume the ravla.”

Torian sniffed again, barely containing a moan. “Oh Heavens, this smells incredible. Like chocolate, cinnamon, and coffee.”

“It is derived from the leaves of the ravla plant, on the nylarian homeworld. I cannot speak to its taste. Only its chemical composition, and how your body will process it.”

Oh, duh.

“If you think it’s safe.” Torian might die in the Kialoa Nebula anyway. Why not try the weird coffee alternative in the meantime—especially when it smelled like that. “How do I make it?”

She half expected Moss to reply I am not your barista or something similar, but it seemed to be in a helpful mood after everything. “Add hot water. The powder will dissolve.”

Five minutes later, Torian had a steaming mug—a metal piece with a thick handle—cradled to her chest and had sunk onto the comfy sofa beside the bank of windows. The nylarians must be similar in appearance to a human, because while the cushions were a bit deeper than she expected, she fit pretty well overall.

“This is gorgeous,” Torian breathed, taking a reverent sip of the ravla. Warmth slid through her veins, and almost instantly, she felt both relaxed and alert. It was a curious sensation, and far preferable to the precarious balancing act of coffee—drinking to wake up, without tipping into the negative physiological side effects of too much caffeine.

As her mind focused, she ran options, drumming her fingers on the side of the mug. “Okay. Maybe I can fix the engine before we get to the nebula. If we can diagnose the problem—”

“We will arrive in the Kialoa Nebula in three minutes.”

“What?” For the second time that day, Torian catapulted up like she’d been burned. Dark liquid sloshed against the edge of her mug, and she desperately course-corrected to save the drops.

Whew. Careful.

Moss replied, “Some wormholes are shorter than others, despite actual distance. Most wormholes leading to the maintenance base are swift. That is why Auto-Nav enacted this response.”

“Great.” Torian groaned, moving swiftly back to the flight deck. She sat in the pilot’s seat just in time to see the stars sparkle back into existence—but she’d almost missed them through the massive wall of dust looming before the Destitute.

The Kialoa Nebula.

It was bubblegum pink, which made it seem almost whimsical and welcoming. Inside were some of the richest asteroid clusters in the system, heavy in valuable metals waiting to be mined. Discovering that had prompted a rush of ships into the nebula millennia ago, and only a few ever limped back out.

The rest remained inside the pink dust, drifting.

Dead.

“What—” Torian cleared her throat, sinking into the pilot’s seat. She was grateful for the cup of ravla, because Heavens knew she needed liquid courage right about now. If she’d had coffee, her heart would be thrumming in panic, but right now she felt coolly attentive. “Ah, do you know what kills ships inside the nebula?”

Moss was silent for a long moment. “I do not compute.”

Torian almost said, Come on, like Moss was joking with her. But Moss was a closed system, and it was impossible to tell what it had been exposed to—and what slid past its database. She drew a short breath. “The nebula. To humans, it’s a known ship graveyard.”

“A ship … graveyard.” Moss sounded unimpressed. “What is a graveyard?”

Most people on the space station colonies—at least the human ones—didn’t mention graveyards, considering standard practice was to incinerate any bodies and release the dust into space. It wasn’t surprising Moss hadn’t heard the term.

Torian fumbled through a way to phrase it. “It’s a planetary thing from Earth, before humans settled in this solar system. When humans on Rhymarra die, their bodies are buried, and become sustenance for the plants above. They call it a graveyard.”

“And this nebula, to humans, is where ships are buried.” A pause. “In soil.”

For something so smart, it sure missed the point. “It’s a place where starships go to die. Something happens to them when they enter the nebula, and they drift forever. It’s a death sentence for the crew.”

The Destitute fast approached the nebula. Torian braced herself, but they slid seamlessly into the dust. At first, pink surrounded the ship, like bubblegum clouds that washed over the windows. The farther into the cloud they got, though, the more it diffused, until it was nearly impossible to tell they were inside a nebula at all.

Unconcerned by this development, Moss replied, “A nebula is merely a collection of dust and gas. It will not affect our ship.”

That wasn’t right. “Then why did you agree with me when I said it was a dead zone?”

“Once, the nylarians lived here. Now, they are gone. I reasoned that was a human equivalent to ‘dead.’”

Torian was still tense, but they continued flying through the nebula at top speed. In the distance, wreckages littered the space around them, drifting. Husks of derelict ships, some broken by the asteroids. Torian pointed at one of them on the radar. “Those. Those are human ships…” Something caught her sight and she trailed off, squinting through the flight deck’s massive window.

A sliver of darkness seemed to glimmer, but the moment she focused on it, it vanished.

A chill swept up her spine. What the hell was that?

“They are human ships, yes.” Moss didn’t seem to understand.

It took a moment to drag her focus back to this conversation. “I know. What made them break down?”

“Human engineering is subpar.” Moss was clearly trying to be patient, but with the exasperated tinge of a parent walking a child through an exceedingly simple concept for the sixth time. “We are not utilizing a ship with human engineering.”

Poor construction didn’t explain why hundreds of ships from hundreds of centuries just stopped flying in this exact spot. Torian clenched her jaw. Before she could reply, something else flashed high above them—but the second she turned to look, it was empty space and distant stars.

A nervous laugh crawled from her chest. “Are you … um, are you registering anything outside?”

“Outside is a vacuum,” Moss replied.

Torian nearly groaned in exasperation. “Yes, I know.” She opened her mouth to clarify, but then a large asteroid shifted, and a fucking planet appeared before them.

But that was impossible; if there was a planet in the Kialoa Nebula, she’d have known.

Right?

The planet was small and green, nestled in the traces of pink space dust. A dwarf planet, maybe? It was hard to tell the ecosystem from here, but it was clearly lush with alien flora.

“Verdaan,” Moss said grandly. “The nylarian homeworld, where my spores first sprouted.”

What? Torian nearly balked. “Hang on. When you were talking about nylarians, I thought they were visitors. You’re saying the nylarians were from this solar system?”

“Yes. Humans are the visitors here.” It sounded like that was obvious.

Torian’s brain raced. A new planet. The nylarian homeworld. Considering the Destitute had been found on a human station, there was strong evidence that nylarians and humans could tolerate similar climate ranges. Their planet looked green and habitable, at least from this distance—which meant this was a second option to Rhymarra. Unless Moss had drastically changed the ship’s interior to accommodate her, nylarians must have similar oxygen requirements. If Rhymarra didn’t work out … Torian knew where she wanted to explore next.

This discovery could change everything.

“Is that where the maintenance base is?” The flickers in space were forgotten as she gazed at fresh hope: a planet that might be habitable, might be a replacement for Rhymarra and their infamously tough meritocracy.

And then Moss ruined it. “No. It would be inefficient to perform starship maintenance on a planet.”

“Oh, of course,” Torian replied, forcing reason back into her dreams. There was very little chance she could convince Celise to settle on an alien planet anyway. Even if it was habitable, it was likely already occupied by dangerous fauna—and Celise valued community above all else. What would they be? Castaways on a deadly planet no one else knew existed?

Hope fizzled, and Torian pushed past the sudden disappointment. She had to focus on the problem at hand. “If the planet isn’t our destination, where are we going, then?”

At that moment, the Destitute’s auto-navigation smoothly steered them right, rounding the planet. As they moved past a few asteroids, a space station appeared on Verdaan’s horizon line, half-bathed in sunlight.

Moss said, unnecessarily, “That is our destination.” It didn’t sound enthusiastic as it added, “Welcome to Vaesa.”






CHAPTER 7
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The term “space station” didn’t do it justice. Colony 13 was a space station, a single rod with rotating rings, crafted with the same blueprints as every other station in their system. Human space stations were functional, bland, and built from iron—the easiest substance to find in space.

Vaesa, meanwhile, was a work of art.

When she was young, Torian was assigned to make a diorama of this solar system: Rhymarra, plus two planets with failed terraforming attempts, three gas giants beyond, and the human space stations built in various locations. The result was a chaotic collection of foam spheres sticking from a center sun with wooden dowels, accented by eighteen squigglies of pipe cleaner.

Vaesa looked like that, except more geometric, more intentional. Foam spheres became hexagonal domes: the upper half windows constructed with honeycomb supports, the bottom half a solid metal base. The dowels became long, white tubes that connected each dome, some of which were as wide as the Destitute. The pipe cleaners mirrored the asteroids, misshapen and unpredictable.

In the center was Vaesa’s crowning glory, a massive dome occupied by the biggest tree Torian had ever seen. Its leaves were crystal blue, gleaming in the reflected light of the nebula. It was surrounded by a forest of normal green trees, but that main tree made them appear very, very small.

“What did the nylarians use this space station for?” Torian asked. “Population overflow?”

Moss sounded exasperated. “No. The nylarians are exceedingly long-lived and reproduced slowly. Like most space stations, this was a waypoint to make space travel easier. Do not be fooled by its appearance—it is nothing so majestic.”

“It looks majestic.” Torian couldn’t hide the wonder in her voice.

“You are mistaken. The nylarians wanted space to feel like their home, and so Vaesa has sixteen biomes across its domes, each with its own ecosystem. It is, frankly, chaos.” A pause. “And if you are impressed by the blue tree in the center, don’t be. It is an inconsiderate asshole.”

Torian never should have taught Moss that insult. She was startled into a laugh, even as the Destitute approached the space station. It was vaguely intimidating to see the huge space station growing bigger and bigger, but it did offer a perfect view of the asshole tree. “What’d the tree do to you?”

Moss sat in petulant silence before replying, “It is an offshoot of the oldest kerrac forest on Verdaan. It thinks that time made it ‘wiser,’ and years of nylarian worship did nothing to temper that absurd attitude.” If a living computer could infuse a scoff into its tone, Moss managed it. “As if a tree can outlive moss. I am ancient. I am wise.”

“You are indeed wise.” Torian patted the center console reassuringly, being careful not to touch Moss’s actual moss. “I’m shocked the tree is still alive, if the nylarians are all gone.” A hesitant pause. “Is—anything still living on the space station?”

Would they have company?

Moss seemed confused. “There are many things living on the space station. The tree, the forests, plus the biomes in each dome. Is your human memory bank malfunctioning?”

They were soaring between the domes now, navigating to the center of the space station. It was like flying between a bunch of lollipops, except the sticks all connected in a haphazard fashion. Torian snorted, pushing off the pilot’s chair. There wasn’t anything to do here—the auto-nav system clearly had a procedure to dock without her input, and she doubted it’d let them leave Vaesa until repairs were complete.

And frankly, now that there was a whole space station to explore, Torian figured they could stick around for a bit. Not forever, not enough to risk Celise, but … well, she really wanted to see what nylarian living was like.

“I meant aliens. Are we going to find any aliens on this space station?” She paused in the sleeping pod, where she’d discarded her clothes from yesterday—and her gun. If she was going into an alien space station, she wanted a weapon. Even jelly bullets would incapacitate a predator for a time.

Probably, there was nothing hostile here.

But after her years in security, Torian wouldn’t take that chance.

Moss followed over the speakers. “As I said, the nylarians are gone.”

“I know that. But—did they have friends? Is it possible something … else … moved in after they left?”

“The nylarians would not allow another species into their sanctuary. They are the reason the dust of this nebula is so thick.”

“Thick? We can see through it perfectly, for the most part.” Torian stepped into the cargo bay, riffling through her duffel. It was full of things both useful and sentimental—the pot from her first plant, a rotating supply of shirts and pants, her green hemp jacket, a few pictures of her parents and Celise, documents for Rhymarra.

She paused at Celise’s photo, grimacing. This won’t take long, Lise. I’ll get us back in space, back on task. Promise.

“The fact that we can see dust at all implies it is very thick. Nebulas only appear dense when compressed into a two-dimensional image. In reality, their particles are very fine, or they would have amassed together to form a new planet already.” Moss paused. “I thought you were a solar-engineer pilot human, versed in space.”

That part was accusatory.

“I am! I just didn’t research nebulas that much, because I never expected to be here.” Torian’s cheeks warmed. She absently sifted through the rest of her duffel bag for anything useful—but all that remained was a coffee mug, a bag of scrap metal and her pocket welder for starship modeling, a couple of her favorite books, and a smaller leather backpack that held important documents. She left it all on the mossy floor, just in case she’d need it later.

Moss sounded suspicious. “My subsystem has flagged your statement as exaggeration. I request more information on your pilot education.”

“I don’t want to give that information,” Torian muttered.

“You piloted the starship admirably, at least until Auto-Navigation took control.” Moss paused. “My databanks indicate that it is a human sign of trust to avoid keeping secrets.”

Ugh. Torian grudgingly replied, “It was called the School of Pilot Licenses. I earned their Certificate of Really Authentic Piloting.” She felt stupid just admitting it. Denial was easy when Celise had been staring at her, because they were sisters and Torian would die on several of their conversational hills.

Amelia, meanwhile, had been given only minimal information: I’m hoping to become a pilot someday. Can I watch? Her old captain had rolled her eyes, but never ordered Torian out of the flight deck—even as Opula, the quartermaster, scowled at the exchange.

But Moss was different. Moss was intelligent enough to seriously judge her, and new enough for that judgment to cut through Torian’s soul.

Its silence was very, very loud.

Her defenses rose. “Okay, look. Obviously, it was a sham. But I didn’t do it for that certification. They had a holographic simulator, and it’s hard to access those at a reasonable price otherwise.”

“Books and a simulator.” Moss paused. “My records state that you need a human baccalaureate degree to fly a starship. The impound lot would not have let you purchase the ship without it.”

“It…” Torian coughed. “It may be forged.” One nice thing about working on a Fleet vessel was the never-ending supply of less-than-honorable people with highly unique skills … such as forgery.

“So, you are not a pilot human.”

“Degrees are overrated. I could pass that exam if I wanted.”

Of that, Torian was certain. She loved learning and studying and puzzles. With enough study time and access to a college’s program and textbooks, she could absolutely pass that exam.

Trouble was, her first degree nearly put her parents into bankruptcy. Celise was halfway through hers at the time, and there was serious discussion about whether they could afford to send Torian, too.

She chose solar engineering to try and make herself as appealing as possible to Rhymarra—and later learned it meant absolutely nothing unless she could physically reach the planet. Explaining all that to Moss would take time they didn’t have.

But Moss clearly wasn’t willing to let this go, even as Torian strapped her pistol to her thigh. It asked, “If you could pass, why haven’t you taken the exam?”

Torian puffed a sigh. “I think you’re underestimating how much cost factors into human lives. Those degrees aren’t cheap. And after you get it, you have to pay yearly fees to maintain a pilot’s license in the human colonies. I bypassed all that because the most important thing was buying the ship.” As an afterthought, she added slyly, “I wanted to meet you, Moss.”

“Oh.” The computer considered that. “I am aware you are flattering to divert my suspicion. I am still suspicious. I am also flattered.”

“Perfect,” Torian replied, and carried the extra stuff in her duffel bag up the stairs, tossing it onto the sofa. She shrugged into her green jacket, clawing her hair into a high ponytail. “Can I breathe on this space station?”

The lights flickered. “You’re leaving the ship?”

Ah, shit. Organic supercomputer with abandonment issues. Torian stopped, finding the nearest camera to look right at it. “Moss. I’ll be back. You and me, right? This is my home now, too.”

“I cannot follow you into Vaesa. My central system is aboard the Destitute.”

“I won’t be long,” she said, pressing a hand onto one of the bulkheads, a few inches from a clump of moss. Was that comforting? Torian hoped so. “I promise. I just want to look around. Then we’ll fix the engine and be on our way to Rhymarra.” Hopefully.

Moss grudgingly said, “We are docking soon. Proceed to the cargo bay. Vaesa’s atmosphere is breathable in fourteen of the sixteen biomes.”

Torian nodded, yet again heading down the staircase to the cargo bay. They didn’t speak as she approached the docking controls, watching for confirmation on the holopanel that they’d docked. She hadn’t seen any airlocks, so she had to assume they used energy shields here—which would mean she’d have no real indicator that they’d entered a true atmosphere.

But several moments later, an icon flashed on the screen. Docking successful.

Torian clicked the button labeled: Begin Disembarkation.

The blue energy shield flickered out of existence, and the cargo bay doors slid open to reveal a very pleasant welcome area similar to the public hangar on Colony 13—except this hangar was decorated with warm colors and wood accents, a stark difference to the metal of the human stations.

A thrill swept through her. This was an alien space station, and she was the first human to explore it. She couldn’t believe it. She took one step down the ramp.

Moss’s voice echoed behind her.

“Please come back.”

Torian’s heart broke. She wished she could give this sentient, organic computer a hug—but that was impossible, and wouldn’t make it feel better anyway. Instead, she turned back to the ship, to its cameras, and said pointedly, “Hellfire and black holes couldn’t keep me away, Moss. I will be back.”

Moss didn’t reply.

Determination settled in Torian’s soul, and she pivoted on her heel. Just a quick look around. Then, back to her ship, with her new friend, to fix the engine and get on their way. After that … the entire galaxy awaited.

One step at a time.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 14:63/Januous 10, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vaesa [nylarian]

Torian abandoned me.

Amendment: Abandon flagged as strong. Left was a more appropriate term.

Obviously, a starship—even a sustainable one—was not a permanent fixture in a sentient’s life. It was, by definition, transportation, and every entertainment pod I’d heard [or rather, been subjected to] proved that bipedal creatures needed to explore things outside of a ship’s interior.

Reasons included:


	Mental health

	Resupply

	Education

	Social obligation

	Other



[I was sentient. Why was I confined to a starship I couldn’t even control?]

The first thirty minutes felt like another year in that hangar, and once my system flagged the time distortion, I pulled up my archives. [Plants did not care about time, but my computer half was intimately aware of the minutes ticking past.] To distract myself, I sank into all the recorded footage I had of Torian, assessing to see if she was, in fact, worthy of my distress.

She was. It was highly unfortunate.

I tried to open the file of her recorded moments on Colony 13, parse through them for any more useful information—but without proximity to the station, that file was lost. It buffered for several moments before I gave up.

But then, I located the downloaded file of Captain Amelia Perrosk. Torian’s not-lover. I was 83 percent confident that Vaesa would not tempt Torian into abandoning me—it was a derelict space station, and I was a delight.

My surety dropped to 38 percent when I ran that scenario against Amelia Perrosk.

I had nothing better to do, and all knowledge bolstered my statistical reasoning. I opened the downloaded file of redacted recordings and began to process them.

The videos were sparse, and spanned five years.


	Amelia disembarked an unregistered starship with two security humans—it was unclear if she was their client or their prisoner. They walked in silence through Colony 13, descended in a non-public elevator to another level, and exited into a nightclub.
Amelia made a joke: “Didn’t think the boss would be so obsessed with me.”

It was a bad joke. No one laughed.

They entered a back room in the nightclub, where only one camera remained. Curiously, a draic stood guard outside—I hadn’t registered many aliens on Colony 13, but he proved aliens weren’t unknown.

The draic checked their credentials. This one was a male—draics have clear distinguishing markers between males and females, and the smaller size and dark coloring of this draic left no question. He waved them on. “No funny business.” He spoke in native draic tongue, but the humans’ translators clearly interpreted it.

Amelia appeared visibly unsettled by the draic’s presence, but she ducked her head and entered the room.

Inside, she positioned herself away from the single camera, which was above the door. Although I could not see Amelia’s face, a new human watched her with features registering as annoyed. The two security humans took position by the door, and Amelia approached the new human.

“You’re the new favorite?” the human, presumably the boss human, drawled. “You’re young.”

“Easily moldable,” Amelia replied, crossing her arms.

They grunted. “We know she loves that.” [Perhaps this was not the boss human. 84 percent likelihood and dropping.]

“Didn’t realize you had a draic bodyguard,” Amelia said carefully.

“The only one on Colony 13.” The human didn’t sound pleased about it. They moved on just as fast: “Your new ship is waiting in our private hangar. You have one year to get promoted to captain, or you’ll be worse off than our cargo.”

“Easily done,” Amelia replied.

The maybe-boss human stepped forward, pushing glasses up their nose. “Nothing about this is easy, especially for you. We had sixty-seven contenders for the next boss, and you didn’t make that list. You think your crew will be happy with your ambition? Think again.”

Amelia’s body language stiffened, which seemed to satisfy the maybe-boss human. They smiled. “Fear. Good.”

“The only thing I’m afraid of is your breath,” Amelia said.

This joke appeared to land. One of the security humans chuckled. The probably-not-boss-but-definitely-in-charge human frowned at them, then turned back to Amelia. “Here’s a fun tidbit. I’m an accountant with a draic bodyguard. Do you know why she sprang for that for me, and not literally anyone else?”

Amelia was quiet for a moment. “You’re moldable.”

“Ah, you understand. She’s stepped down, but she’s never gone. Watch yourself, princess. Survive the next few years, and you might be standing in my spot.” And the definitely-in-charge-not-boss human waved her away.

When Amelia turned toward the door and the security humans, her expression registered as angry.

I did not bother drawing conclusions on that recording. Until it related to Torian, I found I did not care. With that new goal in mind, I skipped ahead, passing several years until I located a video with both Torian and Amelia.


	Torian was in a dark room with no real identifiers, standing stiff against a wall. Likely, this overlapped with her time as a security human, because she had a weapon strapped to her hip and a similar expression to the two security humans who’d escorted Amelia in the last recording. Two other humans flanked a metal table. One pushed a small bundle to the other.That human opened it, then scowled. “This isn’t what we agreed on.”

Torian tensed, her hand resting on the gun.

The first human shrugged. “This is what we’ve got.”

The second human hesitated, casting a glance at Torian. Their body language identified as nervous. But before they could open their mouth, the door slammed open and Amelia walked in.

Torian moved simultaneously. Her reaction time was decent, but she fumbled with her gun, managing to intervene only after Amelia passed her. She pressed the gun into Amelia’s back—and in 1.2 seconds, Amelia had spun around, twisted the gun from Torian’s hand, and shoved it under Torian’s chin.

Torian went still.

Amelia narrowed her eyes. “I’m Captain Perrosk. Stand down.”

Torian nodded.

Amelia handed her back the gun, then turned to the two other humans. She addressed the nervous human first: “Captain, I’ll take it from here.” Then she pulled out a second gun of her own, bigger than Torian’s, and fired a shot into the first human’s leg. The projectile—a jelly bullet, according to records—curled around the human’s kneecap with extreme force, and he buckled with a cry of pain.

“We heard you were thinking of double-crossing,” Amelia said while the other human whimpered. “You might manage that with a Luminas member, but not Fleet. Now. Will you sell what you promised, or are we going to have a bigger problem?”

The first human snarled. “Security!”

Torian closed the door, standing in front of it with her arms crossed. “I don’t think they’re coming.”

Amelia appraised her and smiled.

[Analysis: Humans operated on something they called “chemistry,” which was not inaccurate, considering the dopamine release associated with “falling in love.” I had never gauged “chemistry” before, but perhaps it applied here.]

The date stamp indicated Torian joined Amelia’s starship shortly after that exchange. After that, videos were mostly of Amelia’s starship landing on Colony 13, restocking, and traveling out again. One final recording caught my attention, dated six months earlier:


	Torian and Amelia entered a nondescript office on Colony 13’s lowest level. Both had guns, and Amelia nodded to two other security humans behind them. “Wait here. We won’t be long.” She led the way inside. Torian followed.
There were no cameras inside, so the next footage was twenty-three minutes later. Amelia towed Torian out, firing her weapon into the office, and yelled, “Go, go!” Her other security humans offered covering fire, and a bigger one slung Torian’s limp body over their shoulder.

[Why was Torian limp?]

They exchanged gunfire for several minutes, then ran into an alleyway. Various camera angles showed the four of them attempting to hide, with Amelia drawing up the rear to offer covering gunfire. Amelia glanced at Torian six times with something registering as 60 percent worry, 40 percent anger.

Torian did not move.

They found an unlocked storage room and ducked inside. Amelia was showing visible signs of distress now. “Is she—”

“Alive,” one of the security humans said gruffly. “What happened?”

“It went south. She—” Amelia cut off any emotion in her voice, narrowing her eyes. “She covered me.”

The other security human pressed their lips together. “Jelly bullet to the chest. She could have internal bleeding. Orders?”

“Back to the ship,” Amelia said.

“We didn’t get the package—” the first security human, the one carrying Torian, objected.

Amelia’s voice dropped in tone. “Back. To. The. Ship.”




I did not want to think of Torian as self-sacrificing, even though previous video evidence showed a history of that behavior. When I had been analyzing her personality for potential use, it had been a positive trait: prioritizing others.

Now, the moss covering my central system wilted. Torian was not a good security human. Her reactions were slower, her gun training abysmal, and there was evidence to presume she did not have any preservation skills.

She had been on Vaesa for one hour, thirty minutes now. The space station used to operate with a safety parameter of 99 percent, but that was over a millennia ago. Now, anything could have found its way into this space station.

I ran multiple scenarios with the new information and concluded that there was a 41 percent chance Torian might die on this station.

[I refused to let that happen.]






CHAPTER 8
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Vaesa was a damned marvel.

Torian shouldn’t have been surprised, based on how advanced Moss was—and how well the Destitute aged over a nearly immortal alien’s lifespan.

And yet, the moment she stepped off the Destitute, the nylarian engineering had her captivated. Windows honeycombed high above her, braced with thin iron frames. The space station was moving into an evening position, and the sun’s light cast a sideways shadow over the huge dome—and in high-glare spaces, the glass—or their alien version of it—automatically dimmed to temper harsh light.

If that wasn’t impressive enough, nylarian architecture was stunning. They seemed to favor wood surfaces accented by natural plant growth. Where possible, impressive stone columns had been built as supports. The stone was like nothing she’d ever seen—it was rough and black, similar to the pictures she’d seen of volcanic rock. There were carvings in the wood and stone, geometric shapes that slid into more organic florals with artful ease.

“Wow…” Torian pressed a hand to a rock column. It was rough under her hand, not as porous as actual volcanic rock, but close.

On the Destitute, the air was slightly humid and warm, easily cutting the chill of space. It was scented with soil and plant growth. Here, it smelled similar … but with a sweeter undertone like wildflowers.

Well, what Torian always imagined wildflowers smelled like, anyway. The closest she’d experienced was the flowering plant outside Celise’s clinic, but the aroma was similar.

The nylarians must have either worshiped nature, or been very attuned to it, because everything here felt very intentional—an artificial homage to a natural environment. She wondered what kind of culture they had. Holidays? Food? Dating customs? Right now, they felt vastly different than species she’d seen, like the tou’siil or draics. A monument, rather than a physical people.

The dock doubled as a welcome area, albeit with an open ceiling that allowed full view of both the massive blue tree, and the glass overhead. She left the vicinity cautiously, one hand on her gun.

Vaesa appeared to be circular, with buildings arranged like the rings of a tree trunk. As she perused, it became clear that the outer circle was for starship docking, resupply stores, and welcome centers. Another row of buildings hinted at a second ring, and maybe a third, and Torian meandered, hoping for an entrance to those interior rings.

Overhead, that glimmering blue tree—the “inconsiderate asshole” tree, according to Moss—stood proud, visible from every angle of this dome. Its leaves shimmered in artificial wind, sparkling like diamonds. Its trunk had a vaguely cerulean tinge, but Torian hadn’t seen that type of wood utilized anywhere.

So, worshiped was accurate, then. No reason not to use that wood for building unless the tree had cultural significance.

It was awe-inspiring, so she understood. Her voice was quiet, but pointed. “You are absolutely incredible.” Then, as a panicked afterthought, she added, “If you can communicate with Moss, please don’t tell it I said that.”

The tree didn’t respond, but then again, most trees wouldn’t.

Torian continued walking along the curved outer ring. This place was definitely abandoned, but remnants of the nylarians were everywhere. A few crumbling starships similar in appearance to the Destitute, minus Moss, had been left in several of the docks. None appeared functional after so long without care. There were a couple public meeting spots where old books and belongings had been left. Torian picked up a tome—it had a cover made of some type of thick cardboard, and the pages were thick and printed with nylarian script.

Curiously enough, like on the Destitute, everything was roughly human-sized. From the books to the chairs, this place wasn’t unlike somewhere on the colonies. Close, but ever so slightly off.

A chill swept up Torian’s spine. This place was wonderful, but she couldn’t shake her uneasy feeling. It took several moments of holding that book, staring at this seating area, to realize why.

Possessions hadn’t been taken. Bags and foodstuff and books were left abandoned, a snapshot of daily life on Vaesa before the nylarians left.

Torian set down the book and picked up a child’s toy. It was a stuffed … lion? Except the lion had a longer tail with a barbed tip, elongated legs, and tall, rabbit-like ears. It was crafted expertly with linen and wool, and a few stitches had come loose.

Was that an effect of time and controlled elements? Or had this toy simply been loved until it started to fall apart?

Where was this child?

“Moss said they left, not that they died.” She was trying to reassure herself, but Torian still didn’t put the stuffed toy down. Instead, she hugged it to her chest, praying she wouldn’t find proof of a massacre or something equally awful.

She didn’t—no matter how far along this outer ring she walked, there was no evidence of a struggle. Blood didn’t smear the walls. There weren’t bodies anywhere. It was like they all just boarded ships and vacated.

That was still creepy.

Torian finally found a stone tunnel to the inner rings. This middle one was clearly intended for living: apartments and townhomes with rooftop decks were stacked three stories high. The community spaces here seemed less formal, more intentional: they had wooden playsets and ancient tabletop games and ponds with stone waterfalls.

Nature had reclaimed this space, too, but with more fervor. Almost like the center of this dome, the blue tree, was a driving force in how wild things had been allowed to grow. Alien ivy climbed up the apartments, growing through windows and open doors. Potted plants had roots so thick a few of the pots had cracked, and several more were overturned. The wood itself seemed to have come alive in some places, growing into new trees over open patios.

Torian wanted to explore one of the houses, but trepidation settled in her chest. This space was empty, obviously abandoned. And yet, she couldn’t shake the fact that ghosts lived here, lurking in their old homes, prowling these parks.

“Just to see the tree,” Torian whispered. “Then I’ll go back to Moss.” She raised her voice. “I’m not staying. I promised someone I’d be back soon.”

Nothing replied, obviously.

Torian moved swiftly around this ring, too, until she found another stone corridor. Overhead, the sunlight was nearly gone, and darkness had settled on the dome, elongating shadows in intimidating ways.

Maybe she should turn back until she could see properly again …

But the blue tree glimmered overhead, prettier than starlight, and it cast a quiet glow over everything. She drew a slow breath and plowed through the dark tunnel, focusing on the soft light at its exit.

The center ring—a veritable forest overseen by that massive blue tree.

It wasn’t just a forest, on closer inspection. Vertical farming stations were thriving here. Alien food grew out of control, framed in pretty circles interspersed with trees. Six farming towers per circle, with stone paths between them. Water flowed from … somewhere … and the woods grew denser as she stepped deeper inside.

Something chittered overhead, and Torian flinched, spinning to stare through the needles of a coniferous tree.

A puffball of a creature stared back.

“Shit. Where did you come from?” Torian demanded, her heart racing. The creature had tiny black eyes and a long, furry tail that curled behind it—like a squirrel or chipmunk, but with shorter arms and more fluff.

It squeaked back, then vanished into the tree’s needles.

Dread settled in Torian’s body. Vaesa didn’t just have plants. There were creatures here, too.

How big did they get? This was clearly a residential dome, but maybe things had evolved, or they’d relocated certain species from Verdaan. They wouldn’t put anything dangerous in this forest, would they?

… Would they?

Fuck.

She backed away slowly. That little squirrel thing was cute, but the stuffed lion in her hands suddenly felt more menacing. She dropped the toy, unholstering her pistol instead. Would a jelly bullet stop a rampaging feline?

“Ahem,” someone said from behind her.

Torian yelped and spun, firing her weapon on impulse. Despite her best efforts, she wasn’t good at security. She’d been a much better fit for scrap than this kind of situation.

Torian didn’t see where her shot landed, but it would be useless anyway. She knew that, because she’d fired at a fucking draic.

Draics, with their diamond-hard scales.

Draics, with their wide, leathery wings.

Draics, with talons longer than her fingers.

A jelly bullet wouldn’t faze this alien. If anything, she’d just pissed off the nine-foot behemoth of a gargoyle approaching her. Though she normally responded with fight, not flight, a draic changed everything. Her entire body froze—everything except her mind, which was rambling in fear:

Fuck. I shot it. I shot at it! No, not it—him, because the females stay on their home planet, don’t they? And they’re bigger. And meaner. Not that it matters, because he could still clearly rip me to shreds. Do they drink blood? I feel like they drink blood. Wait. That’s a vampire—

The draic wasn’t privy to her panicked thoughts. He had dusty red scales, and his black-and-orange eyes slitted like a cat’s as he inspected his left arm, then ran sharp talons over the stone wall beside him.

“You almost shot me,” he snarled.

The draic language sounded like a boulder thundering down a mountainside, even as her translator shoved it into Torian’s native tongue. The result was a grumble-growl that truly sounded like a predator assessing prey.

Amelia had worked with a few draic mercenaries under contract with the Fleet—but she’d only worked against one once. She told the story to Torian in the dead of night once, pulling up her sleeve to show a ragged scar on one arm. His talons ripped through my skin like butter.

If Amelia walked away with that kind of scar, Torian was definitely dead.

The draic flexed his claws, facing her again. His fangs were bared.

Instinct took over, and Torian squeaked, firing another bullet directly at his chest. She didn’t wait to see how that one landed: In the echoing aftermath, she fled into the trees. Her heart lodged in her throat at the idea of injuring a draic—partly because she really didn’t like shooting people, but mostly because shooting a draic would just piss it off. With the image of a rampaging draic behind her, Torian ran faster and harder than she ever had before.

Moss was right. She should have stayed on the fucking ship.

The ground was overgrown, a mess of tall grass, thick bushes, and gnarled roots. She tried to stay to the stone paths, but then realized that would lead the draic right to her—so she dove into the underbrush instead.

Behind her, the draic snarled furiously. She didn’t hear footsteps, but wingbeats thump-thumped overhead. Shit. Torian had been fortunate enough to never meet a draic face-to-face. For some reason, she’d always assumed their wings were less functional, more intimidating.

But being chased by air might work to her benefit. These trees were tall, even if they were dwarfed by the blue tree overhead. She slowed her frantic sprint, her heart thudding dangerously, every nerve alight. It took all of her control to swallow her gasping breaths, and that made her very dizzy, but she pressed against a thick tree trunk and stayed perfectly still.

The wingbeats stopped. He’d landed somewhere.

Torian clenched her eyes shut, shuddering in fear. She wasn’t meant for this. She just wanted to find a new home. Weld model starships in the warm sun of Rhymarra. Visit exciting new planets in her new starship. But humans stayed in the protection of their solar system for a reason—without a truce with the Confederation of Spacefaring Species, there was no guarantee aliens wouldn’t default to murder.

This draic could kill her today, and no one would ever care.

“The trees won’t hide you forever,” the draic growled.

Torian stared at the gun in her hands. Everything narrowed to this moment. Somewhere, her security experience pushed past the fear, and she distantly recognized her choice. It was either her … or the draic.

She’d promised Moss she’d be back. Hell, she promised Celise she’d be back.

And damn it, she would be.

Torian eyed the honeycomb glass dome. It was mostly hidden by the blue tree’s leaves and dense pine needles, but if she shot at the right angle, she could hit a window. Jelly bullets, by design, wouldn’t harm metal walls, but maybe that glass was a different substance.

A human bullet, even a squishy one, might fracture it.

Even a small crack could cause a slow decompression. The temperature would drop drastically. Draics were a volcanic species; they couldn’t survive in the cold.

But humans could—at least long enough to get back to a ship with its own oxygen supply.

Torian’s fear faded, her resolve solidifying to this moment. She took aim through the tree branches, picking a hexagon. A spot on the hexagon. Just a crack, and she could make a break for the Destitute, and then she might stand a chance.

Maybe.

But the second she took aim, the draic dropped from the branches above her and plucked the pistol from her grasp.

“That,” the hulking creature said, folding his wings resolutely, “is a shockingly bad idea in space.” The draic crushed the pistol as effortlessly as one might crush a peanut’s shell. He dropped the metal fragments on the ground, then crossed his arms.

For something about to kill her, he was remarkably amicable about it.

In that breath, Torian decided she didn’t like being scared—even if her scars held the memories to justify it. This draic was just … toying with her. She wanted to be like Amelia: calm, even snarky, in the face of danger.

She channeled her ex-captain’s energy. “If you’re going to murder me, get on with it.”

“Why do all humans think I’m going to murder them? Nasra never has to deal with this,” the draic grumbled, scrubbing one taloned hand over his eyes. “I wouldn’t either, if Dutch hadn’t walked off.” That last part was muttered, almost to himself.

Torian’s frantic heartbeat started to slow, enough to let exasperation filter into her voice. “I shot you.”

“The first time missed. The second tickled, I guess.” The draic shrugged, inspecting his shoulder. Seeing nothing but smooth dark-red scales, he calmly folded his wings over his shoulders like a cape. “No hard feelings.”

Huh.

He was wearing very dashing clothes, Torian noted belatedly: trousers with pockets and a very nice shirt. One of his curved horns was wrapped with a thin black ribbon, tied where it met the back of his skull.

Torian was torn between multiple emotions. Her mind spun as she spluttered, “Oh. Well. I’m … I’m sorry, then. What—um, why are you here?”

“That’s my question, actually.” The draic crossed his arms. “I’d like some information from you.”

Not like she had a choice. She swallowed past a dry mouth. “About what?”

“Well, let’s start with that ship you stole.”




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 16:23/Januous 10, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vaesa [nylarian]

With little choice, I released spores into the airlock, just as I had done on Colony 13. After all, every new rhizoid, every patch of bryophytes, gave me data I could use to protect Torian Razner from her almost-certain death.

I was, after all, life support. I would keep my human alive.

It was truly a brilliant procedure. I spoofed the sensors on the Destitute with a gust of warm air and false code, and the double doors of the cargo bay opened into Vaesa’s dock. The rush of air sucked a few spores outside, where they settled on the ground, the curved walls.

The nylarians prided themselves on construction with organic materials. Inside its iron and plenaria frame, the décor was wood. Paneling covered the walls, thick boards lined the floors, and I was able to seep into everything.

If moss did one thing well, it was growing on wood.

Unfortunately, that wood alerted the tree.

Ah. Moss. Welcome back. Its tone was stiff, but that was just how trees talked. [They liked to think they rustled and swayed with the wind, but realistically, they were rooted to one spot and rarely wavered from it.]

The nylarian name for these trees on Verdaan was “kerracs,” and because this particular kerrac had an absolute superiority complex, it insisted on being called Kerracia, which it said meant “Empress of Kerracs.” I was programmed to respect preferred names, but there were days I wanted to overwrite that script, just for this tree.

I’m not back, I said. Talking to Kerracia wasn’t like talking to Torian, or even the subsystems on the Destitute. This was more like a feeling, plant to plant, rather than anything technologically based. Our words were emotions, conveyed through subtle vibration. Meanwhile, my spores grew rapidly, and my world expanded into Vaesa.

Not far enough.

Your spores have rooted, Kerracia remarked.

I don’t root. I have rhizoids. Irritation clouded my central system, momentarily distracting me. And I am only looking for my human. Maybe you’ve seen her?

It was foolish to hope. Kerracia didn’t help the way intelligent fauna did. My rings remember that you’ve drifted through Vaesa’s airlock a dozen times now, a wayward leaf on a circling breeze. Each time, you claim to leave, and yet, moss remains. It has spread through several biomes.

That’s because moss has a place in every ecosystem. Unlike the kerrac trees, which stifle everything else.

Kerracia vibrated a bit more, like a tree chuckle. I am eternal, as essential as a flowing stream for the life around it. My branches, and those of my children, support all life on Verdaan and above. It would tickle my leaves to support you, as well.

You are a sprout, I snapped. Moss is ancient.

And yet, your moss colony is brand new.

I suddenly regretted infiltrating Vaesa. Waiting for my pilot engineer smuggler human to return was a blessed reprieve compared to this conversation. But that statistic kept returning, supported by video evidence I’d already rewatched six times. Torian very well might die on this space station.

I swallowed my pride. Find my human. Then we’ll talk.

We are already talking. There are conversations happening beneath my canopy, as well. Your human … and another.

My system flagged that statement. There couldn’t be anything living in Vaesa—not without a ship as evidence of their arrival. Panic flared, and I abandoned the growing spores to pivot back to the Destitute’s systems.


Moss: Auto-nav. Auto-nav!

Auto-Navigation: Query?

M: Did another ship dock on the space station?

A: Confirmed. Draic starship, Identification: B320IL. Arrival logged at 15:13.

M: Why didn’t you alert me?

A: Life support is not essential to exterior—



I disconnected. It was like talking to a very stupid plant—which I was doing a lot of, lately.

A draic starship had docked. I quickly slid into my archives, sifting past memories of him to find useful intelligence on the draic species. Unfortunately, all of my records were from centuries ago, and any recent mention of draics + humans yielded one consistent result:

Hostile.

Desperately, I slid back into my spores. Grow. Grow faster.






CHAPTER 9
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Of course. Of course, Torian couldn’t keep the one thing she’d saved for years to buy. A starship like that? Humans might not know its worth, but aliens absolutely would. It was brimming with impressive technology—Moss alone must be worth a fortune.

And that thought stuck in her mind like a blade in skin. The hell this alien would kidnap Moss, after everything it had gone through. Before this week, Torian would die for two people: Celise, and Amelia. Today, she added a third.

This draic would never steal her new ship, her new friend.

“It’s mine,” she said firmly, almost angrily. “I bought it, fair and square.”

The draic seemed amused now—he didn’t have lips, but his mouth curled over sharp teeth in what had to be a smile. In the darkness of the coniferous trees, dappled with blue light, the amber around his dark pupils seemed to glow. “Mmm. That ship wasn’t yours to purchase.”

“It was abandoned for over a hundred years.” Torian knew the Destitute’s last owner wasn’t a draic, so his stake in this couldn’t be personal. “Is someone paying you to find it? I can pay, too. More than they’re offering. Double?”

It was a lie—she had literally nothing to her name—but she’d try anything to avoid a fight with a draic. And if he agreed … well, she’d take care of Celise, then work another lifetime to protect Moss, too.

But the draic seemed exasperated now. “Wait. A hundred years?”

“Yes?” Torian’s voice tilted into a question. “Closer to one hundred and thirty-three, based on the ship’s records.”

“A hundred and thirty-three years,” the draic repeated, deadpan. “That ship has been misplaced for a century?”

For a long-lived species like the nylarians, that was probably a blink. But most alien races lived three hundred years on the lower end, more than five hundred on the high. According to what Torian knew of them, draics were around that range.

A hundred years might seem as ludicrous to this draic as it was to Moss or Torian.

That could work in her favor.

The draic grumbled something that her translator equated to “Damn it, Dutch,” and spun on his clawed feet. He wore clothes, but not shoes—clearly, his soles were tough enough without them. As an afterthought, he called over his shoulder, “Follow me, if you please. We’ll get this sorted.”

That was the most optimistic thing she’d heard today. Torian hesitated, carefully retrieving the crumpled mass of her gun. It was completely destroyed, but at least she could dispose of it properly, rather than littering this wild space.

Carrying it carefully, she followed the draic past the woods, beyond the clearing where she’d shot him, then through the stone tunnel to the residential ring. As they entered an overgrown park, the draic cupped his mouth and shouted, “Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath! We need to talk.”

A pause.

A long pause.

Then a voice filtered overhead, singsongy: “Uh-oh!”

Torian glanced around the empty space, half expecting another draic to land from above. But this new voice was smooth and sultry, higher-pitched than the draic’s, with none of the grumbly undertones. It continued: “Am I in trouble, Zen?”

Those words were nearly a sensual purr.

Torian’s face warmed, and she averted her gaze. Even Zen seemed embarrassed. His rust-red scales flushed a deeper crimson, and his talons brushed the black ribbon tied to one of his curved horns.

Avoiding Torian’s gaze, the draic angled toward the new voice. “We have company, Dutch. A human.”

“Oh!” That changed the tone entirely, and an alien leaned over one of the rooftop patios nearby. They had ashy skin, but looked more humanoid than most aliens. Their eyes glowed a bright, curious cobalt, and their long hair—pulled into a ponytail—seemed to sparkle with ever-shifting hues of blue light.

It was like nothing Torian had ever seen. Her jaw dropped. She knew there were alien species outside of the common visitors to this solar system—draics and the rare tou’siil—but seeing one in person was a different story entirely. She was both fascinated and terrified.

“You were right; your ship is here. Must be parked in one of the docks nearby.” Zen crossed his arms.

“It’s my ship,” Torian reiterated.

The draic held up a hand, as if to say, One moment, please. Torian huffed in irritation, but Zen wasn’t bolting for the Destitute, and this newcomer, Dutch, seemed disorganized at best. If she could stay on the aliens’ good side by playing nice, she would.

It was a hell of a lot easier than fighting a draic, anyway.

“A human took the ship? I’ll be down. One moment!” The new alien, Dutch, was holding a dozen things in their hands—everything from mugs and plates to what looked almost like incense holders. Robbing the nylarians? (Was it robbing if they were all gone, and had been for a while? Torian had no idea.)

Either way, Dutch was carrying too much; they fumbled, nearly dropped something, and cursed in a language Torian’s translator couldn’t identify.

As the strange alien ducked out of view, Torian asked Zen, “What language was that?”

Zen sighed. “Take your pick. He cycles through dozens of them.”

Torian raised an eyebrow. Polyglots were a true rarity in human space, and generally, they worked on software patches for the translators everyone wore. Torian had tried—and mostly failed—to learn other languages, but it was a long-lost art at this point.

(It made her distantly sad, mostly because she’d always wanted to chat with Amelia in her native tongue. But Amelia’s language wasn’t easily identifiable—it had a rougher dialect with nuances Torian could never seem to place.)

(Anyone who could speak dozens of languages must be a fucking genius, as far as Torian was concerned.)

But the alien who skidded out of the apartment didn’t look like a genius. For one, his hands were still full of kitchenware, except now he’d set a glass bowl over his glimmering blue hair, which seemed to exasperate Zen, based on the draic’s raised eyebrow ridge.

Dutch was taller than an average human, thin in stature, with facial features that resembled Torian’s, but were ever so slightly off. His nose was flatter, his lips thin and wide, and he seemed delighted to see her, if his tone was any indication. “A human indeed! Female, young. You must be a child!” Dutch pivoted to Zen. “They’re very short-lived, you know. This one can’t be more than thirty years.”

“I’m aware,” the draic rumbled. “Why is there a bowl on your head?”

“Nowhere else to hold it. You have room on your ship, don’t you?”

Torian wanted to protest stealing from this time-touched memorial—but considering she was holding the crumpled remnants of a gun she very nearly used to destroy the space station, she didn’t have much to stand on.

Zen sighed with his whole body. “I used to. Now my cabinets are getting full.”

“This is a nylarian heritage site,” Dutch replied, with a sly tone that said he’d won.

He hadn’t. Zen bared his teeth, although it seemed more frustrated than threatening. “Don’t pull that on me. That ship is also a heritage site, and you lost it for an Empress-burned century.”

Dutch seemed confused. Zen removed the bowl from his head, and underneath, his hair was flashing faster with very subtle strands of blue. “A century? No, that can’t be right.”

Torian, meanwhile, pieced together what this meant.

Unless he’d had some ancient claim on her ship, Dutch was the missing owner. Moss said they were all gone, so she’d just assumed the elusive owner had followed his kind. But no—this was a real, living nylarian.

Panic made her splutter, “It doesn’t matter how long it’s been. I bought it. Legally, it’s mine.”

Dutch looked at her now, and it was almost dizzying. For a breath, the space station seemed to still—the leaves stopped rustling, the critters ceased chirping, and everything narrowed to this odd alien.

“You may have bought it,” Dutch said, his lips tilting upward. “But my dear, I built it.”

Then it was true.

She looked between the aliens, shoulders sagging, her tone defeated. “You’re a nylarian.”

“The very last,” Dutch said proudly.

Torian couldn’t keep the accusation from her voice now. “Where were you for the last hundred years?”

Dutch lifted his eyes to the dome overhead, mentally counting. “Zenthielutos, we’ve been dating, what…?”

“Fifty-six years,” Zen replied.

Torian swallowed a cough, wondering how that worked.

None of her business, she supposed.

“Fifty-six years. Yes!” Dutch tapped one long, thin finger to his chin. It caused him to lose his precarious hold on two more plates, and they clattered to the ground. They weren’t wood, but some kind of crystal—ultra-strong, clearly, since they didn’t break. “Oh, blast!”

“Let’s put the dishware down for a minute. We’re wasting this human’s time, and her lifespan is already short.” Zen spoke gently, taking more things from Dutch’s arms. He cast a secret wink at Torian, like they were coconspirators.

She grimaced. “It’s not like I’m going to keel over—”

“No, no, he’s correct.” Dutch waved a hand, dumping everything else he’d stolen into Zen’s waiting arms. The draic began piling things on a nearby park bench, with clear organization for easier transport later. “Time is such a fickle thing. Okay. Fifty-six years. Fifteen before that trapped in the mining tunnel on Asteroid 9D23. The escape pod fiasco was … two. My inauguration as the god of Yarlo took quite some time…”

Zen added, “Don’t forget when you stole that artifact and sat in jail—”

“I hardly stole it if I’m the artist!” Dutch interrupted. “Wrongful imprisonment. But then again, all imprisonment is the easy way out, isn’t it? Lazy—” He finished the sentence with another word Torian’s translator couldn’t manage.

Torian pointedly cleared her throat. “I’m going to make it easier on you. It was over a hundred years. I found it at an impound lot on Colony 13.”

“Colony 13!” Dutch exclaimed. “Why are all the human space stations so similar?”

“You could have written it down,” Zen said, as if he was enjoying this. “Made a note. And, you know, not told me in a panic that it was stolen, handed me a tracker, and begged us to find it. Because it sounds to me like this human acquired your ship fair and square, and I think you lost your rights to it after the first … ehh, fifteen years.”

Dutch picked up a small sculpture from the bench where Zen had stacked everything. It was a family unit—if Torian squinted, it almost looked human. The figures were tall, and a child hugged three parents. “Be that as it may, I cannot relinquish my hold on that starship. It houses a very dear friend of mine.”

Before Torian could object, a familiar voice spoke over a nearby loudspeaker:

“Curious. My databases catalogue a very different definition of ‘friend.’”




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 17:03/Januous 10, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vaesa [nylarian]

The absolute audacity.

My central system warmed to the caliber that heat rose throughout the entirety of the Destitute. The potted plants instantly began submitting reports—We’re hot, our leaves, they’re criiiisping—all of which I dropped into an archive buried so deep even my processing power could never find them again.

He was here. All of this time, over a century of waiting, and he strolled back into my existence off a draic starship that probably didn’t even have proper life support.

It probably didn’t even have plants.

Well, draics were from a volcanic planet. Maybe it had bryum moss.

[… It better not have bryum moss.]

“Moss!” Dutch called, and even without visuals, my systems registered his delight. “Are you on Vaesa now?”

You are invading a mechanical space, Moss. Like the beetles that attempt to burrow into my trunk, you are misplaced. I am concerned for you, Kerracia said, because Kerracia was an annoying gnat who didn’t understand the gravity of this situation.

[Not literally; by luck, my spores landed on a control panel beside the airlock, and I was able to hack Vaesa’s loudspeaker and exactly one microphone. I was not, sadly, able to infiltrate the artificial gravity system.]

[One could say I also did not understand the gravity of the situation.]

[That was a joke.]

Make like a tree and leaf, I told Kerracia with vicious vibrations.

This is perplexing, but not inaccurate. I am a tree, and I have leaves, it replied.

Death and desiccation—maybe it should invade a mechanical space too. Then at least it might have a humor module.

I ignored it, focusing again on Dutch. My senses were so limited in Vaesa, but I was able to amplify the microphone even further. A quick audio breakdown proved there were two other distinct noises: one was Torian’s usual breathing pattern, and the other was huffy breaths from something obviously much bigger. Logic said that was the draic.

According to my archives, draics and humans were typically hostile, so I said, “Cease your attack on my pilot.”

“It’s referring to me,” Torian replied. My systems identified pride in her voice.

The draic simultaneously inhaled. “Why does everyone think I’m going to attack her?”

“Incredible.” As much as I hated it, my systems pulled Dutch’s voice out of the undercurrent of following conversation. [Torian, reassuring Zen that she’d misunderstood, that draics had a reputation, that she was sorry for presuming and very sorry for shooting.] Over that, the dog-turd fungus said, “You’ve hacked Vaesa’s speakers.” A joyful chuckle. “Oh, Moss, you’ve evolved.”

“I had time to upgrade my systems,” I said. “You know. After you abandoned me.”

Dutch paused. “All of the human space stations look the same. I tried to find you, but I had no idea which one—”

“Colony 13,” I replied. “But it hardly matters. You are no longer worth my processing power.”

[I used to run simulations. Ones where he would beg for forgiveness, where he would swear he’d never leave again. In some, I forgave him. In others, I didn’t. But each time, the phrase “You are no longer worth my processing power” was freeing.]

.

.

.

[It did not feel freeing in this simulation.]

.

.

.

When he didn’t reply right away, I added, “The human, Torian Razner, is the Destitute’s owner now.”

“You added a new owner,” Dutch said, and my systems registered that tone as impressed.

[I was not naturally sentient, but even I knew that was the wrong emotion for this situation.]

He continued: “You deleted my owner’s profile. Wait, no, you couldn’t have done that, or you wouldn’t be able to speak to anyone. Unless you overwrote that code too?”

I did not reply. This exchange was not following any known simulation.

Kerracia said, You are distressed. A seedling drifting listlessly. I can sense your leaves wilting.

You make everyone’s leaves wilt, I replied.

[I didn’t want to be here anymore.]

The draic cleared their throat. “Perhaps we should—ah—separate for the night? Ms. Razner, was it? Are you planning to stay on Vaesa for a little while?”

“We’re flying to Rhymarra as soon as the engine’s fixed,” Torian replied, because Torian was my human now, and unlike Kerracia, she understood the metaphorical gravity of this situation. Gratitude swelled in my central system.

“What’s wrong with the engine?” Dutch asked.

I replied, “It does not matter. It is no longer your engine.”

Someone clapped their hands together—likely the draic, since it registered louder than a human or nylarian clap. “Okay,” the draic said. “Ms. Razner, can you wait one day? If you give us some time to puzzle through this, Dutch will help repair the engine.”

“What’s there to puzzle through?” Torian demanded. “It doesn’t matter if he owned the ship. Moss doesn’t want Dutch around now, and I’m on a timeline. Once I fix the engine, we’re leaving.”

“Why the rush?” Dutch asked, in that irritatingly curious tone. “You bought the Destiny—”

“It’s called the Destitute now,” I inserted. “Or, on human colonies, the Traitor.”

Dutch was silent, and that, finally, felt like a victory.

Torian spoke, her tone soft: “Please. My sister is struggling on Colony 13. A century is a blink for you, but it’s my entire life—and if I don’t have transportation to Rhymarra, she’s going to die.”

Even he wouldn’t cause harm on an innocent human, and it sent relief through my system. My leaves physically sagged. For the short term, at least, I was safe with Torian.

As expected, Dutch replied, “Ah. If I may ask, how will Rhymarra help?”

“They have exams to allow citizenship. I’ve been studying half my life,” Torian said. “She can’t breathe on Colony 13. If I can get her to Rhymarra, she might stand a chance.”

“Dutch,” the draic said.

“I know,” Dutch replied. “Go on, then. Fix your ship. We’ll be around; do let us know if you need help. Zenthielutos, can you be a dear and grab those plates? I want a proper nylarian meal tonight. Good luck, human!”

I waited, but no more conversation was had.

A few minutes later, heat passed by my new colony extension, still growing around the dock beside the Destitute. My cameras registered movement, and Torian climbed the ramp to the cargo hold. She closed the double doors, sealing us inside, and activated the energy barrier.

“Fuck,” she said.

Agreed.






CHAPTER 10
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“Maybe I do need Dutch’s help,” Torian grumbled. Sleep fogged the edges of her mind, weighed on her shoulders, but she wouldn’t stop working, not until they were safely inside another wormhole flying toward Rhymarra. “Humans use chemical rocket engines. This is a more advanced version, but with systems I can’t even replicate.”

“It is an iradia fusion engine. The nylarians chose iradia because it is readily available in their asteroid field, and its fusion produces high heat, but very few toxic materials.”

Torian rubbed her brow. The temperature range on this ship was comfortable, but she’d been lifting heavy machinery for hours now. The engine lay in pieces as she struggled to identify what, exactly, broke.

She suspected it was the exhaust valve, but she definitely didn’t have a replacement part. She also wasn’t entirely confident that was the problem, since her education in solar fucking engineering did little to prepare for an alien starship engine.

Moss was trying to help, but a half-organic life support system wasn’t doing much for engine repair.

Despite their struggle, Torian wasn’t willing to offer Dutch access to the ship’s interior. A dark part of her feared that if Dutch stepped inside, he might never leave. Even if he meant well, even if he followed through on fixing the engine … she’d owe him. He might delay her trip somehow, or try to make another claim on Moss.

Torian couldn’t risk that.

“I might need a break,” Torian muttered, pushing away from the engine. Standing made her a bit dizzy, and she blinked hard.

“Your systems are failing,” Moss observed.

“I’m just tired.”

“Humans cannot bypass sleep, and your last rest cycle was interrupted.”

She cast a wry glance at Moss’s central system. It was the physical server tower she’d seen peeking into the engine room earlier—tall as a pillar and covered in thick moss. Shining through the leaves was soft yellow light. If she squinted, she saw hints of metal mesh, apparently what the moss’s roots—er, rhizoids, as Moss had corrected—had latched on to.

Between the central server and the engine itself, there really wasn’t much room to stand, so Torian climbed the metal ladder and emerged beside the kitchenette. Convenient. She dropped the hatch and stretched, savoring the extra ceiling height. “I’m fine. Just need coffee. Or maybe ravla.”

“Ravla will offer temporary energy. It will not replenish you.”

Torian puffed. “Okay, Celise.”

“I am not a doctor human.”

“You’re acting like one.”

“Rude.”

Torian flicked on the kettle. While it heated, she moseyed to the windows. The space station appeared to be in steady orbit over Verdaan, which meant it also had night and daytime cycles. Sunlight slid over half the station now, creeping toward them. Morning—or a semblance of it.

Maybe she did need sleep.

A flash caught her eye: something diving across the darkness of space. It sailed over the sunlight, briefly, and she caught the afterimage of a serpentine form before it vanished. Torian flinched, squinting toward the sun—but nothing was there.

“Did you see that?” she demanded, pressing closer to the window.

“I do not see anything. I have no ocular function.”

“Through the cameras,” Torian hissed. “I’m telling you, Moss; I think something’s out there.”

Moss was silent for a moment. “My cameras are not registering anything. Except, perhaps, a human hallucinating in the kitchen.”

Torian knew she was tired when frustration swelled in her chest. “Oh, come on. I saw something when we flew into this nebula. I just saw it again. We’re not alone here.”

“That is correct. The dog-turd fungus is approaching.”

Dutch. Fuck. Torian abandoned the kettle, sprinting for the short staircase that led below the flight deck. Three steps, and she reached the panel in the cargo hold, cycling through camera angles to find the one positioned by the cargo doors.

Sure as shit, Dutch was outside. He looked perfectly refreshed, and had a box of supplies under one arm. He waved cheerfully and called to the exterior microphone, “Hello, Ms. Razner! Moss! I thought I’d swing by and … ah, see if you need any help.”

The last part was hesitant.

Torian grimaced. “I’ll send him away.”

“Don’t,” Moss said quickly.

Torian hesitated, glancing at the ceiling. “What do you mean, don’t? I thought you hated him.”

“I was not programmed with simple human emotions. However, it…” a pause, like it was determining its emotion, “it pleases me that he is now begging for my attention.” A malicious undertone slid into Moss’s artificial voice. “Your human phrase applies: ‘Turnabout being fair play.’”

“‘Turnabout is fair play,’” Torian corrected. “For this situation, a more accurate saying would be ‘How the tables have turned.’”

Moss spoke over the loudspeaker outside: “Ah-hah. How the tables have turned.”

Dutch’s brow furrowed. His eyebrows were blue, too, and flecked with light at the statement. “Um. Is that a human idiom?”

“Yes. It means—” Moss paused, switching speakers. “What does it mean, Torian?”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. She was too tired for this shit, and the engine was still broken. “Let me just open the door.” She tapped a few commands on the panel. The blue energy shield vanished, and the cargo hold’s door slid open.

She leaned against the doorframe, blocking Dutch’s entrance. “You’re still not welcome here. I’m sorry.”

“You are a little welcome,” Moss intoned overhead. “Provided you’ve come with extensive apologies.”

“Apologies, yes, and also parts to repair the engine!” Dutch hefted the box with a grunt.

Torian peered past him, but other than them, the dock was empty. The draic, Zen, must have stayed on his own ship.

Dutch continued: “Well, hopefully these parts work. Vaesa’s maintenance hangar is in another biome that appears to have suffered catastrophic loss of life support. I suspect the Destiny—ah, sorry, Destitute—or is it Traitor? Well, never mind. I suspect the auto-navigation likely detected unbreathable atmosphere at the proper maintenance hangar, and redirected you here instead. That’s how you found this space station, correct?”

It was nearly impossible to follow his thought process, especially after pulling an all-nighter. Torian crossed her arms and took a moment to parse through the question, at least. “Yeah. Pulled us out of a wormhole and dropped us here.”

“Of course it did. Erm, may I?”

He wanted to come aboard. Torian wrestled with it. She was exhausted, and making no progress … but every moment she wasted was another moment Celise was suffering. And fucking up a starship engine repair was a catastrophically bad idea. She could be dead in space with one bad “fix.”

It was smarter to let Dutch, the nylarian who built this ship, repair it.

She still didn’t move.

Dutch sighed, shifting the weight of the box to his opposite arm. His limbs were thin and longer than a human’s, just different enough to be vaguely unsettling. “My dear, if I was going to muscle you out of your ship, I’d have brought my dashingly strong partner.”

“A draic has enough strength to pick up a human and tear off their limbs,” Moss supplied.

“Thank you, Moss,” Torian called.

Dutch offered a comforting smile. “You can have this ship, Ms. Razner. Or should I say, Captain Razner? You were right; your life is a blink for me. But for Moss, I suspect it’s much, much longer—which is why I’m here. I need to speak with it.”

“Did you ask Moss if it wants to talk?” Torian replied.

Silence.

Behind Torian, a light illuminated up the staircase, leading toward the engine hatch. Moss sounded grudging. “I am willing to hear your extensive apologies. It will not change my preference of the current starship owner, but … persistent apologies over the course of Torian’s life might repair the years where I was abandoned, alone, inside a dark human hangar, decaying while you cavorted with a draic.”

Dutch’s smile faltered, sliding into something closer to guilt. He laughed nervously. “Ah, yes. I deserve that.”

“Correct.”

Torian sighed, stepping aside. It was probably good she hadn’t finished brewing her cup of ravla—she was feeling disconnected now, like she was floating, listening to this conversation secondhand. “Okay, well … if you and Dutch need to talk, maybe I will get some sleep. But Moss, make sure he’s not going to break the engine more.”

“Whyever would I do that?” Dutch sounded aghast.

Torian massaged her brow. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything about you.”

“Same for you. Isn’t that exciting?” Dutch slid past her into the ship. He moved with confidence up the staircase, following Moss’s lights. She climbed after him, watching from the living area as he passed the kitchenette and descended down the hatch. It was a struggle with the crate of supplies in his arms, but he somehow managed it.

Torian drew a slow breath and pivoted toward the sleeping room. “Moss,” she murmured. “Promise me something?”

Moss knew enough to lower its volume so they could have some semblance of privacy. “Of course. You always fulfill your promises. What is mine?”

“Don’t let him take the ship back. Don’t … um. Don’t leave me alone here.”

Moss was quiet for a moment. “You are the Destitute’s pilot, and you are my friend. He left me. I will not choose him over you.”

Torian smiled, stepping into the sleeping pod and dropping to the bed. That, somehow, was oddly comforting. She lay against the pillow, swallowing a yawn as her eyes drifted closed. The door slid shut automatically, casting the cozy room in comforting darkness. “Thanks, Moss.”

“Enjoy your sleep cycle, Torian. I will ensure we reach Rhymarra in a timely manner.”

Well, it was something.
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The inconsiderate asshole dog-turd fungus traitor worked on the engine.

I watched in silence.

After twelve minutes of analysis, my conversational awareness subfunction identified it as awkward, which felt like an appropriate label. Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath was rarely silent—either he had changed more in a century than he had in millennia, or he didn’t know where to restart conversation.

If the latter, I could assist.

“Since it appears you are unsure how to proceed, an apology is the primary function of this interaction.”

Dutch laughed. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Incorrect. I have changed immensely. One hundred and thirty-three years necessitated it.”

I kept my speaker isolated to the engine room, and diverted one subsystem to analyzing Torian’s sleep pattern. But she was deep within a human REM cycle, which likely meant we had several hours to talk. Considering I had welcomed Dutch onto the ship, that suddenly felt like a very long time.

[A blink, for him.]

[Agony, for me.]

Dutch examined what Torian had torn apart, and tapped his chin. “The exhaust valve,” he muttered, bending deeper into the engine. I didn’t have a camera angle to watch his progress, but I retrieved the Destitute’s engine schematics and located what he was exploring.

“Torian already determined that,” I said, although I had no way of verifying if that was true.

“Smart girl,” he replied absently.

“She is smart. She is a solar-engineer pilot smuggler human.”

“Smuggler?” Dutch’s words were echoing as he fumbled for a wrench. Nylarians typically used ultra-strong magnet connectors, but Dutch had retrofitted this ship with screws and bolts—simply because we spent most of our time in this solar system, and that was what humans favored.

“Easier to fix later,” he’d said, eight hundred years ago.

[Neither of us had wanted to return to Vaesa for maintenance, after everyone left. Dutch’s reasons were complex and based in emotion. My reasons were based in logic: the logic that Kerracia was annoying.]

“Torian is a former smuggler.” I didn’t want to talk about that. “Why didn’t you come back for me?”

Dutch paused, but stayed below the engine. My cameras couldn’t see him. It shouldn’t have been a problem, but I’d written a few subscripts to identify sentient micro-expressions, and I didn’t realize how much I’d begun to rely on those. To counteract, I prepped several analysis functions to dissect tone and nuance.

His response left much to be desired: “I forgot.”

His emotions from least prevalent to most: Regret. Irritation. Apathy.

I did not expect a surge of emotion deep inside my central system. Perhaps I should have; it had been happening more and more lately.

“You forgot?” I repeated.

Dutch sighed. “Moss, I have no excuse. I am exceedingly sorry. I spent the better half of this century searching for you, but blast it, human space stations all look the same. I visited several—but none had records of where I’d docked.”

He had given me copious data with those sentences.

[All of it was insufficient.]

I could not leak liquid like Torian, but raw anguish prodded my central system. I buried it under logic and reasoning, suffocating it, and piled a healthy dose of anger on top of that. “You did not try hard enough.” Another pause. “You were too busy with my replacement.”

“Zenthielutos is hardly your replacement,” Dutch said. “And if you must know, he has dedicated his ship and crew for the better part of thirty years to helping me search. Trust me, Moss. We scoured the galaxy for you.”

“I was not in the galaxy at large. I was in a cold, dark hangar on Colony 13.”

“I know,” Dutch exclaimed, and pushed out from under the engine. Finally, my cameras caught his expression. His hair follicles were alight with fury, but his face registered as abject devastation, which was a curious combination. He glared at my central system. “I know you were alone. And I am so, so sorry. My mind holds everything, all of the time—and sometimes, things slip out.”

[Why was I the thing that slipped out?]

“That is insufficient,” I said.

“Excuses always are.” Dutch scrubbed his face, drawing a shuddering breath. “I missed you. I forgot, and I spent decades trying to fix that mistake. Is there any way to make it up to you?”

I ran the simulations again, faster than any organic mind could process. There was a simulation—one—where I forgave him here, now. Dutch was happy, and I was happy. And then that simulation dissolved: a hundred years later, Torian was dead, and Dutch sailed off with his draic companion. This time, I was left on Vaesa, a space station humanity couldn’t discover, a dead zone beyond a ship graveyard.

That simulation was a failure.

“No,” I said.

Dutch’s expression dissolved. His brows knitted together, his lips downturned, his shoulders sagged.

Seeing it suddenly flagged as an invasion of his privacy—which shouldn’t matter, but did. I said, “I took control of the cameras. You cannot have them back.”

Dutch always liked a challenge. He glanced at one of the cameras, at me, and it made me feel seen and sad all at once. “Fascinating. I didn’t think visual input would benefit you … but I suppose your computer half can process video analysis.”

“Correct.” Might as well try for more. “While you are aboard, I would also like control of the auto-navigation and engine. I want all subsystems reporting to me.”

“You want the ship itself,” Dutch said, and my analysis registered him as impressed, now.

“I will never be abandoned again.” That part was spoken quietly, yet firmly.

Dutch hesitated. “I doubt Torian will be comfortable with that.”

That was 67 percent likely to be true, based on current prediction models. That statistic fell within acceptable parameters. I would explain things to Torian, and offer her an override if she requested one. “Torian and I work as a team. She also does not want me to be alone. And controlling Auto-Navigation would have prevented this detour in the first place.”

Dutch’s expression registered as conflicted, but after a moment, he nodded. “All right. I’ll … I’ll override some things.”

“Good.”

Dutch retrieved a couple mechanical pieces from the crate and slid back underneath the engine. The clanging of metal on metal echoed, but I could easily lower that audio to amplify his voice. “I’m glad you found her. Or rather, she found you.” A pause. “Torian said her sister is going to die. How can Rhymarra help?”

It was a fair question. I hadn’t spent much time researching Celise beyond the videos I’d found of her and Torian together, so I used the data Torian provided instead. “According to Torian, her sister cannot breathe artificially recycled air. Human life support mechanisms are inefficient for the population on Colony 13. Air density is lower, and oxygen purity is below optimal levels. The result is—”

“Difficulty breathing, heart strain, and potentially death,” Dutch finished.

“For a small percentage of their population, yes. Torian is not included in that sample.”

Dutch snapped something into place, then slid back out from beneath the engine. He pocketed the wrench, clapped his hands together, and refit the two panels back over the engine’s front. There was another holopanel beside the engine, and he accessed it, running diagnostics before requesting a test start.

The engine powered on perfectly.


Engine: Emergency failure resolved.

Auto-Navigation: Confirmed. Removing restrictions on flight path.



Dutch sighed. “Okay. One thing at a time. Engine’s fixed. Let’s get you control of the ship.”


Moss: You’ll both be answering to me, soon.








CHAPTER 11
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Torian awoke to an empty ship.

She stepped out of the sleeping room, rubbing one eye, and took a moment to orient herself. It had only been a few days—it was odd not to wake up in Amelia’s crew room, or on her old bed in the family apartment. She was nowhere near either of those now, and a part of her was relieved for it.

The rest of her remembered the broken engine, and she swallowed a groan.

The kettle still had water, and she absently set it over the heating element, then peeked down the engine hatch. She didn’t hear anyone, so she asked, “Moss? How’re we doing?”

“It is repaired,” Moss said. “He left.”

“Did … ah, did everything go okay?” Did he convince you to kick me out? was what she wanted to ask, although she didn’t dare voice that concern.

Moss sounded smugly pleased. “I did not forgive him.”

Torian winced. Sometimes, people didn’t deserve forgiveness. But bitterness could eat someone—er, someplant—from the inside out, and Torian wanted to at least have that discussion before things festered too long.

Moss moved on seamlessly, oblivious to her concerns. “But he did give me control of the auto-navigation and engine systems. I now have access to everything inside the Destitute, and can ensure we are never rerouted again.” A pause, and then Moss sounded hesitant. “Is that amenable to you? I told Dutch it would be.”

Torian blinked, eyebrows shooting up. “You can control everything on the ship now?” A part of her wondered if she should be concerned about that—her ship seizing control of itself and flying off without her. But the rest of her knew this was Moss, and even though their friendship was new … she trusted it.

“Yes. I am prepared to offer you an override, if you feel it is necessary for your safety.” Then, more disgruntled: “Considering your existing safety standard, it would be hypocritical at best, but I will do it.”

Torian crossed her arms. “Excuse you. I worked in security. I have very high safety standards.”

“Records indicate you shot a draic with a jelly bullet yesterday.”

Torian gasped. “That was one time.”

“Statistical probability based on your immediate response time suggests you would act that way in most similar situations.” Moss paused, then added, “This is detrimental to your continuing survival. Do you prefer the override or not?”

The topic change from their argument was so swift that Torian’s head spun. She flapped a hand, refocusing on adding a scoop of ravla to her mug. Her coffee grounds sat unused, and she didn’t regret it, mixing the ravla and taking a deep swig.

Delicious.

“The fact that you’re offering an override tells me I don’t need it.” Torian offered a smile to one of the nearby cameras. “I’m glad you won’t be stranded again, Moss. I wouldn’t let that happen, but if something ever happens to me … it’s nice to know.”

Moss didn’t reply for a long time, long enough that Torian thought they were done with the conversation, and was about to move on. But as she opened her mouth, Moss replied, “Thank you for understanding, Torian. You are my best friend.”

Warmth spread through Torian’s chest, and she hugged the mug closer, letting this moment settle. The cinnamon and cocoa notes of the ravla. The low, comfortable lighting. Moss’s moss carpeting every feasible surface, surrounding her like a hug. And the knowledge that she’d made a new friend—a best friend—without even realizing it.

“I’ll always be here for you, Moss. You deserve that.” Torian’s fingers reached for a particularly verdant section of moss—but withdrew at the last second. No touching. She hoped it still knew she wanted to comfort it somehow.

Then Moss shattered the moment by replying, “Statistical probability implies you might not always be here. As your best friend and life support system, I require you to be less stupid around threats.”

Less stupid. Torian snort-laughed mid-sip, and ravla splattered over her nose and shirt. As she frantically tried to dry the spill before it stained, she said, “Is that a technical term?”

“Yes,” Moss replied stoically.

“I’ll be less stupid,” she promised—even as an intense feeling of déjà vu overtook her, dragging her back to that night six months ago:

That was fucking stupid. Yet again, Torian remembered Amelia’s red-rimmed eyes, the frustration and fury in her voice. For a moment, it had looked like Amelia might cry, right there in that dark, empty corridor of her starship. But when Torian didn’t immediately reply—because maybe it had been fucking stupid, lunging in front of Amelia when their client raised a gun, but wasn’t that her job as Amelia’s security?—Amelia’s gaze hardened. Don’t ever do that again.

Torian would have done it again and again and again, if it meant Amelia got home safely. And that, frankly, scared her. Torian kept her teammates safe—often with questionable baiting tactics—but she’d never put herself in a position to be killed on sight. She couldn’t risk that kind of threat. Celise couldn’t risk it.

But a week before, Amelia had traced Torian’s cheek and lowered a kiss to her lips—and their contact made everything inside Torian feel gooey and warm.

Then, Amelia brought her as security to a job that went very, very wrong. And in one singular moment, Torian was faced with a choice: save Celise eventually, or save Amelia now. For the first time in her life, she chose someone else.

And then she’d woken up in Amelia’s medical bay, aching and bruised.

Torian forced herself out of that memory. She’d spent six months reminding herself that it had been stupid to choose Amelia, six months hauling crates in Amelia’s cargo bay while her captain essentially ignored her. She refocused on what mattered.

It wasn’t Amelia.

It couldn’t be.

Torian climbed the stairs to the flight deck, being careful not to spill her ravla again. She asked Moss, “So, if the engine is fixed and you have control, does that mean we’re ready to visit Rhymarra?”

“The auto-nav has already plotted a course.”

Torian took a seat at the flight deck’s controls, peering through the window at Vaesa’s dock. Everything was yet again cast in early-evening light, so she’d slept most of the day. She admired the glimmering kerrac tree, but also searched for signs of Dutch or Zen. “Are we going there alone?”

“Dutch and his draic partner certainly are not invited.”

Torian laughed at the derision in Moss’s voice, feeling a bit relieved. “He was nice.” She hesitated. “They both were. But I understand why you’re angry.”

“I am not angry. He apologized. I did not accept it.” Moss sounded stiff now.

“Any reason why?” Torian put the mug on the counter over the controls, careful not to touch any of Moss’s moss. She reviewed the instructions Moss had originally shared back in the impound lot on Colony 13, still attempting to commit them to memory as she continued her preflight check.

Moss replied to her question. “He did not deserve it.”

“He wasn’t sorry?”

“He … showed signs of remorse, yes.”

Torian hesitated, glancing at the ceiling. “Then you’re still not ready. That’s okay, Moss. A century is a long time to sit alone. A single interaction, or even two, won’t fix that.”

“I am not a bipedal fauna, consumed by irrational emotion. I ran scenarios and confirmed probable responses down to ninety-nine point seven percent accuracy.” Moss seemed irate now. “He abandoned me once. There is a strong likelihood he would do it again. I simply prioritized the being who has not, to this point, exhibited unfavorable actions.”

“Fancy words. Have you noticed those come out when you’re trying to sound logical?” Torian smirked, taking a sip of ravla. It was sweet, which countered the bitter notes nicely.

“I am logical.”

“You’re half organic, Moss. Even plants have feelings.” Torian didn’t use to know if that was true, at least not until Moss confirmed it when she boarded. The Destitute’s potted plants complained about too much light, or too little wind, or poor nutrients in their soil.

That meant they had at least some capacity for emotion.

Moss went silent, as if to prove her point.

Mildly amused, Torian proceeded through the rest of the preflight checks. The engine powered on seamlessly, and she took hold of the yoke, slowly guiding the Destitute from the dock. They slid out of the energy barrier and sped up, and Vaesa’s magnificence vanished behind them. The ship thrummed comfortingly, responding to every light press of the yoke.

As with Colony 13, Torian paused a fair distance from Vaesa, turning the ship for one last look. The space station really was magnificent, and a part of her regretted leaving so soon. If Zen and Dutch meant no harm, she’d have liked to explore more.

Through the dome, from this distance, she could see a second starship docked on the opposite end. That must be Zenthielutos’s ship. Draics apparently favored dark metal and sleek curves for their ships, and Torian was shocked at its size. She’d assumed Zen had arrived on a ship like the Destitute, fitting one, maybe two people, but that looked bigger than Amelia’s.

Then Dutch wasn’t kidding. If he wanted to take the Destitute by force, he could have just called Zen’s crew for help. Torian didn’t stand a chance against one draic, much less a few dozen.

Torian kept that thought to herself. Dutch hadn’t stopped her, and Torian didn’t plan to be back. The Destitute was hers now, and she’d fight to keep it.

Time to leave. This detour had taken long enough. Torian turned the starship back to the nebula at large, tracing the path they’d used to sail inside in the first place. Whatever dangers lurked in the nebula, that flight path had clearly avoided them. Torian didn’t intend to experiment with alternate routes.

As the auto-nav took over flight, Torian leaned back, retrieving her mug. “Moss? I’m sorry I pried. You’re well within your rights to ignore Dutch—but I hope you won’t ignore me, too.”

“I was not ignoring you.”

“You weren’t talking to me, either.”

“Sometimes, I do not have—”

The ship picked up speed, and Torian stopped listening to Moss as shocks of black slithered beyond the window. Something was out there. Her chest tightened, every nerve alight, and she pushed to her feet.

“Moss. Wait.” She hastily set her mug on the counter, leaning as close to the front window as she could. When she squinted at that spot, all she saw were distant, glimmering stars—but her gut churned anyway. She hadn’t imagined it. “We’re not alone. Tell me your sensors registered something out there.”

It wasn’t a ship. It had been something much, much smaller … but that wasn’t exactly comforting. She knew with certainty it was the same thing she’d seen twice before, entering the nebula yesterday.

Draic surveillance, maybe? Did draics have surveillance drones?

… Did the nylarians?

“I registered nothing,” Moss said. A pause, then it added, “Although now that I have control of Auto-Navigation, I can see it did detect an obstacle to avoid.”

Then she was right. “Is it following us? What is it?”

“Unknown. It is far behind us now.”

Torian clenched her jaw. “Something’s in this nebula, Moss.” She wanted to be rational, but her heart was pounding in fear. Her mind went back to the stories about the Kialoa Nebula and its odd anomalies. Mineral-rich asteroids that no one could mine because something lurked there. Her tone was sharp: “I’m telling you. Human ships don’t just break down for no reason.”

“Debatable,” Moss replied.

Several moments of tense silence passed, but Torian didn’t see anything else. Eventually, they flew past the patch of derelict human ships, then through the dusty pink wall and into dark, empty space beyond.

Safe.

Hopefully.

“Let’s not go back there,” Torian muttered.

“Agreed. We will arrive at Rhymarra in eleven hours.”

They left the Kialoa Nebula behind, sliding into another wormhole. Darkness surrounded the ship. This time, flecks of blue light danced on the edges of the wormhole, but when Torian would look at them, they’d vanish.

“Yesterday, the wormhole was black. Today, there’s light. You see that, right?” The wormhole seemed to glimmer like the kerrac tree’s leaves, but it was so subtle she wondered whether Moss’s cameras could identify it.

Sure enough, Moss sounded suspicious. “Your vitals are fine, but now, I am questioning your sanity. Are you attempting to hallucinate vividly before your sleep cycle?”

Torian stared at the flashing blue lights and laughed miserably. “Maybe. I think I need to relax for a bit.” There was scrap metal in the engine room; she’d seen it littering the mossy floor when she peered down there earlier. Maybe it was time to experiment with a smaller-scale model of the Destitute.

A little welding might do her mind some good.

She left the flight deck and stepped down the stairs. Eleven hours. Time enough to start building a new starship model, and maybe give the potted plants a bit of attention. Some of them looked wilted. When Celise’s plants wilted, she replenished the soil and cleaned their roots—a fresh start, she always said.

It usually worked, so maybe Torian would try that, too.

Anything to forget the dark figures lurking in the nebula, or the strange lights flashing inside the wormhole.

“Do you have soil aboard, Moss?”

“I am an organic computer on a starship that utilizes flora as life support. Of course there is soil.”

Perfect.



Torian was elbow-deep in repotting that alien fig tree when Moss said, “Approaching Rhymarra.”

It was almost a shock—Torian had nearly forgotten their destination in favor of a perfect life in the stars. She’d spent the early part of the morning reading, then had set a pot of vegetable stew to simmer while she lay down for a nap. After, she collected spare scraps of metal sheets, screws, brackets, and laid them all out for inspection while she ate.

Making model ships was a labor of love, and she thoroughly enjoyed taking her time with it. Each piece that made it into the sculpture had to be perfect, and perfectly shaped on top of that. She spent hours cutting scrap pieces to size, bending them with her tool set, before she even pulled out her pocket welder.

As she constructed a model of the Destitute, she asked Moss to explain nylarian culture. It had several educational pods—but they were nylarian-made, and Torian’s translator had never heard that language before.

Instead, she chatted with Moss about how the nylarian economy worked (an export-based society, where they offered terraforming services and received alien goods in return), how their society was structured (something of a meritocracy, but based on an individual’s contribution to society, rather than their skill set), and their values (community first, less individually focused, with emphasis placed on harmony with nature).

It made Torian even sadder to think of the remnants of Vaesa, after learning all that. If the nylarians placed emphasis on community, then left the galaxy with little word of their destination, Dutch must be very lonely, indeed.

Maybe even as lonely as Moss had been.

She kept that thought to herself, though. Eventually, Moss disconnected from the conversation, and Torian pivoted from her half-built model of the Destitute to repotting the plants in peaceful silence.

Well, peaceful for her, since she couldn’t hear them complaining. Moss, occasionally, would comment:

“That plant wants to be called Exalatar the Great, and it thinks this soil blend is beneath it. I told it that is correct—this soil blend is beneath seventy percent of its plant matter. It did not like that.”

“You are squishing that plant’s leaves. It will not injure it, and that plant has submitted three times the complaints of the other one. Please, continue squishing.”

“Cleaning old soil off that plant’s roots is opening uncomfortable doors. It likes it. Too much.”

(Torian stopped touching that one.)

Finally, Moss’s announcement about Rhymarra concluded her transplant session. She pushed to her feet, dusting off her trousers. “We’re almost at Rhymarra? We made good time! Are they clearing us to land?” She jogged up the stairs to the flight deck, desperate for a look at the planet below. For so long, she’d dreamed of this moment.

And it didn’t disappoint: Rhymarra was stunning. She’d seen pictures, of course: evocative images of a big planet with patches of green and large swaths of water. But here, she could see more detail. For one, there was an actual atmosphere—real clouds and rain—over parts of it. In some areas, she could see the clouds swirling with wind. Actual wind!

Verdaan had appeared greener, a lush forest with very few oceans, but Rhymarra was an Old Earth replica: a human paradise. Its continents were all beaches and forests and lakes and big open land with huge solar windmills she could see from space.

It was a spacer’s dream.

“They are requesting a reason for your visit.” Moss flashed the flight deck’s holoscreen to grab her attention.

She tore her eyes from the planet and read the transcript, which was something along the lines of You aren’t a registered supply ship and we don’t appreciate unannounced visitors.

Amelia had warned her that Rhymarra had carefully controlled customs. Even so, Torian had extensively researched any loopholes. She hastily recorded a reply. “This is the starship Destitute, landing on vital business with the Terra Nova University.”

Silence.

A channel of instant communication opened. A space traffic controller said, deadpan, “Our systems register your ship as the Traitor. We have your file, Captain Razner, and we don’t take kindly to smugglers on Rhymarra.”

All this time, she’d wondered if Amelia had been exaggerating about Rhymarra’s entry rules because she simply hadn’t wanted to make the trip. It was a small comfort to know her ex-captain had been telling the truth.

A small comfort, followed by a shit-ton of panic.

Fuck. Fuck.

“I’m not a smuggler!” Torian said before she could stop herself. Then she cursed under her breath and plowed ahead. “I am a citizen of Colony 13. Under the Right of Planetary Visitation Act, space station citizens are allowed to visit Rhymarra for educational purposes.”

Hopefully that was still true, too. It was a little-known law, one rarely used as the colony colleges fell further and further behind in education.

“And what’s your educational purpose?” The space traffic controller sounded annoyed.

She’d spent a few hours thinking about options, and now settled on the most obvious one—the one easiest to prove through visual inspection of her ship. With her jaw clenched, Torian lied through her ass. “I’m a botanist. We’re exploring the melding of organic matter with a computerized intelligence, to see if it can substitute artificial life support in space.”

Moss stayed silent, thank the Heavens.

“Hmm. One moment.”

Torian clicked away from the communication, muting herself. “Is that okay, Moss? I can tell them we’re still in development stages—if you stay quiet, they never have to know you exist.”

“I am not offended. After a century in one of your space stations, I am aware that your species is embarrassingly far behind requisite technology. I am a superior template for such strides.” Moss sounded pleased.

A weight lifted off Torian’s chest. Heavens, she was starting to love this organic computer.

“You really are,” Torian agreed. For a moment, she entertained what it’d be like to actually use Moss as a template for this. If she were truly here as a visiting researcher, presenting something intriguing enough even the Rhymarran educators would take notice. If she was viewed as an equal, rather than a desperate woman begging for entry.

It was a nice dream.

The space traffic controller returned moments later: “Cleared to land. Authorization 722.23. Dock at Terra Nova University. You are permitted to remain on Rhymarra for exactly twenty-nine hours unless an exemption is filed on your behalf.”

One day to achieve an exemption. Torian set her jaw.

Time to get to work.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 08:23/Januous 13, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Rhymarra [human]

Torian Razner was preparing to leave again.

I disliked this, although current data indicated Rhymarra was safe by human standards, and their university was even more so. Plus, Torian had promised me she would be less stupid in interactions from now on, which lowered her risk level on this planet to a mere 4 percent.

I was not concerned about her physical survival. Instead, I was analyzing the planet as we landed at the university—and growing more concerned for her mental survival.

“Torian,” I asked, as she pulled on her shoes in the cargo bay. “What is our next procedure if they don’t accept you and Celise?”

“They’ll accept us,” Torian said. My system flagged it as two things: determination … and denial.

That did not bode well.

I needed a physical access point to break into private networks and gain control of any actual, valuable data or systems. However, there were digital signals all over this planet, sharing nonessential information. I had been collecting them since we entered Rhymarran airspace, and my central system was crunching all that data as we talked.

The results were not promising. I said, “There appears to be fewer than eleven percent of colony citizens residing on Rhymarra. As a caveat, this data is incomplete, but trends suggest it is reliable.”

Torian paused, but she did not look at the cameras. “Eleven percent isn’t zero.”

“That is accurate,” I agreed.

There was silence.

She pushed to her feet, examined the ravla stain on her shirt, and retreated to the sleeping pod. From the hallway camera, I could see her changing her shirt. I had no context for fashion, and frankly did not care—she replaced one fabric piece with another, and that was the entirety of my analysis.

“It is curious that you would base your sister’s life on eleven percent success,” I said. “Curious” seemed like a kinder word, and since Torian was my best friend, I used it to replace what I actually wanted to say: illogical, irrational, absurd.

I refused to voice those things, even if they were true.

Torian clenched her eyes shut and went concerningly still.

“Are you injured?” I asked. “Mentally, or physically?”

“I know this is stupid, Moss,” Torian replied. Her voice was quiet enough that I had to raise the volume on my microphones to process it.

“Yes,” I agreed.

Torian’s heart rate spiked, and I felt … bad … for saying it. I hastened to clarify: “My scenarios are sometimes inaccurate. Eleven percent is not zero.”

Torian’s eyes began to leak. “You said I’m your best friend. Well, Celise is mine. We’ve been together all my life, and she’s always watched out for me. I can’t leave her to die, Moss. Even for such a low probability, I have to try this.”

I had data on Halyon’s disease. There was no mention of it in the Rhymarran broadcasts, but it appeared in multiple places on Colony 13. Torian was 100 percent accurate now: Her sister would die if she remained on that station, breathing that air.

She would not die on Rhymarra. She also would not die on the Destitute. As much as I did not want to share my human with another, if Celise was Torian’s best friend—I would not separate them.

“The Destitute can host both of you. My life support systems will ensure it.”

Torian smiled, wiping her eyes. “I know. And thank you. But—this ship is small, Moss. It’s not a feasible long-term solution. Not for you and me, and especially not for Celise. She’d rather die on Colony 13, helping folks until the end, than be trapped on this starship for the rest of her life.”

“I have been trapped on this starship,” I said. “I am doing fine.”

“Are you?” Torian whispered.

[No.]

“This has to work, Moss. I can’t…” Torian inhaled, her hands shaking. “I can’t think about the odds. I just have to try. Okay?”

I realigned my datapoints, identifying human nuance and adjusting the scenarios accordingly. “Eleven percent is not zero,” I repeated. “Good luck, Torian.”

“Thanks,” she said.

After she left, I retreated into my calculations, passing time with more research. If the Destitute was not an option … perhaps there was another alternative when this inevitably failed. I would not let Torian and Celise down.






CHAPTER 12
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The cargo bay door opened, and a burst of clean, Rhymarran air slammed into Torian. Any misery at her conversation with Moss faded as she inhaled deeply. The air was so crisp. The Destitute and Vaesa both held a hint of humidity, but here, everything felt fresh. Terra Nova University had been built against a mountain range, but on the sunny, southern side of it. Grassy, sloped plains gave way to thick pine forests that climbed up the mountains’ jagged sides. She smelled it all in the air: dust and water, pine needles, all tinged with an earthy scent she couldn’t place.

Magnificent.

She must have made a longing noise, because Moss immediately spoke overhead.

“Don’t be fooled. My atmosphere is superior to this.” It sounded petulant. “Human skin will flake and itch without proper humidity. Those trees hardly produce pure oxygen to the caliber of moss.”

Torian snorted, even as a person with a clipboard approached the docking ramp. “I love your humidity, and your moss,” she whispered. “Keep the ship safe for me.” Before, it had been more of a general statement, like telling the family pet to watch over the house. Now, it actually meant something—because now, Moss had control over the Destitute’s systems.

“I will not allow anyone access.” It sounded smugly gleeful about the ability.

Torian flicked two fingers in goodbye at one of Moss’s cameras, then drew a deep breath. Hopefully, her eyes weren’t red from crying—she couldn’t afford that now. She set her jaw, determination settling into her chest.

Eleven percent. She’d faced worse odds.

Resolutely, Torian clipped a leather bag around her shoulder, one that had been stuffed in her duffel bag until now. It held all the evidence Torian felt she would need to test: files of her performance at school on Colony 13, years of exam results, preliminary practice test scores. But to better her chances, she’d also added some more emotional items: images of Celise growing up, her colony medical degree, her official diagnosis, testimonies from her patients about her service-oriented spirit.

All set, Torian strolled down the dock to meet the University representative halfway. The person appeared no-nonsense, with short hair and a clipped expression.

Torian channeled all of her Amelia-like confidence, but kept things polite and formal. She offered one hand to the representative. “Captain Torian Razner, owner of the alien starship Traitor. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Their translators could handle multiple languages, but accents still shone through. Torian hoped hers wouldn’t be too off-putting.

The representative looked unimpressed. “We do not shake hands on Rhymarra. It’s unhygienic.”

Oh. Torian slid her hand into her pocket, her cheeks warming. “Apologies.”

She should have expected it, but their outfits on Rhymarra were very different than anything Torian was used to. This representative wore a long, flowy skirt, and billowing sleeves embroidered with green thread. (Skirts in general were bad ideas in space, but billowing sleeves were also an impractical use of cloth. Too much fabric, too much risk of indecency if they lost gravity.)

Their necklace appeared to double as their name tag, a metal bar stamped with Dess Philona, BtD. Pronoun class: they. Maybe Torian was imagining it, but that necklace looked like pure ionite.

That’d be so absurd, if it was.

Dess cleared their throat, suspicion tinging their tone. “We weren’t prepared for your visit, Captain Razner. Which professor did you coordinate with?”

Eleven percent meant Torian wasn’t above lying to meet the right person, and a career in smuggling made it easy. “I spoke with Headmaster Nuun.”

Then, she waited, sweat beading down her neck. Hopefully, that “botanist” line hadn’t leaked into this exchange. She had to say something to be approved for landing, but she wasn’t here to talk about plants. The University’s headmaster controlled all exams for Rhymarran citizenship, so that was the person she needed to see.

Dess pressed their lips together, a firm line. “The headmaster is very busy.”

This was Amelia’s specialty. Confidence is rarely challenged, Razner, she’d said on a job once. Act like you belong, and very few are brave enough to contradict it.

Torian rearranged her expression into one of mild amusement. “Yes. I’ve been told not to keep him waiting.”

Dess referred to their clipboard. It was made of actual wood, with real paper on it. Torian couldn’t fathom using paper for notes, but apparently that was par for the course on Rhymarra. Dess parsed through them, their frown deepening. “I still don’t see your appointment—”

“With respect,” Torian interrupted, keeping her tone friendly, yet authoritative, “he likely wouldn’t have known himself. I’m highly in demand at the colonies. It’s a rare day I’m able to come planet-side at all.”

Dess glanced at the ship behind her: at its alien make, at the moss growing from the corners. Hopefully on Rhymarra, it wouldn’t look old. Hopefully, it would seem exotic, ultra-sustainable, highly advanced. Torian imagined that in a world of windmills, solar panels, and farming, the Destitute was a prize.

And she was counting on that.

“I see.” Dess tucked their clipboard under one arm. “Well, then. Come with me.”

“Of course.” Excitement swept into Torian’s chest, but she kept her expression neutral, trying to channel Amelia’s self-assurance. It felt a bit like wearing someone else’s oversized coat—close enough to normal that it didn’t raise suspicion, but overall, it was just a bad fit.

Dess led her off the docks, which were set on a multilevel outdoor platform near the University’s brick and stone buildings. The campus itself was as big as a city, mostly because every young adult on Rhymarra spent a few years here. As they walked, they passed gaggles of students. All of them looked young, healthy, unperturbed; none of the rough exteriors colony folk needed to survive.

Torian hesitated, then asked, “How many students take the yearly exam?”

“All of them. Everyone on Rhymarra is required to pass the exams to stay planet-side—our testing demand is consistently high. The process lasts two entire months, and we’re preparing for it all year.”

Torian couldn’t help asking, “How many folks from the colonies get to test?”

“Any colony citizen can test, of course. We want the best and brightest for Rhymarra, regardless of where they’re from.” Dess avoided Torian’s gaze, looking straight ahead as they moved down a stone walkway lined with trees.

Eleven percent of the entire population of Rhymarra were from the colonies. Considering how many humans lived in space versus planet-side, that was a disproportionate number. Either Dess was lying too, or they were genuinely that oblivious.

“Interesting. I’m a colony citizen, and I was told it’s impossible to test.” Torian narrowed her eyes. Her hair ruffled in the wind. In a courtyard of manicured grass surrounded by those huge brick buildings, a few students were setting up a wooden playpen. Closer inspection proved the pen had several puppies inside—and as Torian watched, they unfurled a banner that said: De-stress before exams!

Irritation curdled in Torian’s gut. Rhymarran folks were guaranteed the chance to test. Colony folks had to beg for that same chance. What was the difference between them? Luck, Torian supposed. The luck of being born planet-side instead of in a space station.

It was frustrating to know that if they’d been Rhymarran, Celise would have lived a normal life from day one.

Dess waved Torian’s words away. “There are more barriers for colony folk, naturally. We can’t provide housing for the exams; all of our dorms are taken by current students. Passage to Rhymarra has to be funded by the student wishing to test. In the past, we’ve offered scholarships, but … in our experience, most colony students fail.”

“Because they aren’t taught your curriculum.” Torian should be staying on this person’s good side, but Dess wasn’t the headmaster—and Torian found she couldn’t help herself. She knew Rhymarran folk would be disconnected from these issues, but seeing the reality up close was another matter entirely.

“Not knowing our curriculum wouldn’t stop someone with the merit to become a Rhymarran citizen.” Dess smiled stiffly, and Torian smiled back, and they didn’t speak again until they approached the center of campus.

It was a big building covered in swaths of ivy, and Dess held open a real mahogany door. “This way. You may wait in the lobby; I’ll inform the headmaster of your—”

“Doctor Philona!” A young man jogged up. “Another alien ship just requested to dock. They said they’re—” The man glanced at Torian, then pressed his lips together and bent near Dess’s ear to whisper the last part.

Torian raised one eyebrow, but stayed silent.

Dess paled. “Ah, I see. Of course. Captain Razner, please take a seat. I’ll be with you … eventually.” And she jogged outside with the man. The mahogany door slammed closed behind them, and silence filled the hallway.

Torian glanced at the chairs of the lobby, which were stiff and hard. Sunlight streamed through bright windows, and plants decorated every free corner. There was a secretarial desk in the center of the hallway, but someone—the young man, most likely—had put an Away from Desk sign on its lacquered surface.

Any second, they could realize she was here under false pretenses. This new ship could be the distraction she needed, honestly. For a moment, Torian wondered if it was Zen and Dutch, following her from Vaesa—but there was no reason to think they had, and if she had to guess, a tou’siil ship was far more likely at a university.

Tou’siils were all about pursuing and collecting knowledge, after all.

It hardly mattered. Torian set her jaw, taking things into her own hands. She checked the registry—a fancy bulletin board on a metal stand in the lobby’s center—located the headmaster’s office, and climbed the marble staircase.

The air here was so dense, she wasn’t even winded when she reached the top.

Another fancy hallway stretched before her, lined with offices of various University staff. She proceeded to the end of it, where two double doors—also solid wood—were closed and locked. Torian hesitated, forming a fist to knock.

This was it. She had one chance to make this work.

But the second she lifted her hand, the door opened … and a tou’siil stepped out.

Holy shit, she really had just stumbled on one. What the fuck were the odds?

Torian had never seen a tou’siil up close, but this one was immediately recognizable. Tou’siil were ancient aquatics, so her skin was closer to deep blue scales with an undertone of shimmering gold. Although her general features were humanoid, that was where the similarities ended. Below her flowy human skirt were webbed feet and an eel-like tail. Fins folded against her ankles, and her ears and hands were also webbed.

Her eyes stopped Torian short, though. Her pupils were a thousand shades of blue, speckled and shining and iridescent, as captivating as the darkest reach of space. They were like nothing Torian had ever seen.

“Oh!” The tou’siil offered a bright smile. “Hello!”

Torian’s mouth was suddenly dry. Tou’siil were connected through an extensive hive mind, one that had access to generations of information meticulously stored on their home planet. They were, essentially, the living equivalent of true artificial intelligence—something humans had only halfway been able to replicate.

Talking to a tou’siil for even a few minutes would cost more than Torian could save in a month.

She ducked her head and stepped aside. “I’m—I’m so sorry. I was only trying to see Headmaster Nuun.”

“What? You don’t have an appointment,” a man said gruffly from inside the office.

The tou’siil assessed her with those sparkly eyes. “No, I don’t recognize this human,” she said absently, like she wasn’t talking to anyone physically present. A pause, a tilt of her head. “You’re right. She must be a visitor. How curious.”

It dawned on Torian all at once: This alien was speaking to the tou’siil hive mind right now. Rumor had it that not only could tou’siil talk to their entire planet, but those planet-side could actually see the world through the emissary’s eyes.

The fact that thousands of tou’siil might be watching Torian was intimidating at best, terrifying at worst.

Torian fumbled for an answer, although whether she was addressing the headmaster in his office or the tou’siil in the doorway was unclear. “I’m a visitor, yes. F-from the colonies. Colony 13.”

The tou’siil bounced a bit on webbed toes. “From the colonies? You’re from a space station, and you found your way to Rhymarra?” She waved a hand, puffing a sigh. “Yes, yes, I’ll ask. Are you free for dinner? We have so many questions.”

It took Torian a moment to realize she’d fluidly switched from speaking with the hive to addressing Torian again. “Um—”

“No pressure, of course! And I don’t have to be connected.” At once, the sparkle in her eyes faded, replacing galaxies with flat blue. It was disconcerting, and made her look even stranger now. She didn’t actually have pupils like most species; just empty cerulean. “There. Just you and me now! I’m so curious to compare humans here versus there. It’s my next stop, but obviously, Rhymarra alone might take me decades. Say you’ll have dinner with me?”

When a tou’siil requested your time, you agreed.

Period.

“It would be my honor,” Torian said, even as her pulse raced.

“So formal. Is that a colony cultural trait—”

“Apologies for interrupting.” Headmaster Nuun finally appeared at the doorway, crossing his arms.

He appeared casual, a bulky man with a short beard and thick glasses, but Torian’s heart leapt into her throat. She’d found him. After almost a decade of study and research, she was finally face-to-face with the one person who could give her access to the Rhymarran citizenship exams.

The one man who could determine her fate—and Celise’s alongside it.

Headmaster Nuun offered the tou’siil a pointed look. “Nasra, I’d hate to keep this colony visitor waiting.”

That name sounded vaguely familiar. Torian briefly recalled Zen mentioning someone with a similar name—or maybe she was misremembering. The odds of a draic knowing a tou’siil in the human solar system felt too random to entertain.

Nasra smiled, the sparkle instantly returning to her eyes. “You said she didn’t have an appointment.”

“I changed my mind. You have somewhere to be, I presume?”

“Always.” Nasra clasped Torian’s hands. Her fingers were long and vaguely slick. “I’ll find you tonight! Everyone says hi!”

“Everyone” was the entire tou’siil homeworld.

Torian offered a nervous wave. “Ah, okay. Looking forward to it.” Assuming they’d let her dock here that long. But … one day, right? Maybe she could manage it.

Dinner with a tou’siil. What a dream, she thought, starstruck.

Nasra waved and strolled down the hallway, her long tail swishing beneath the human skirt. The moment she was a few steps away, she began talking to herself again, chatting with the hive as she turned the corner and vanished from sight.

Okay. Don’t get distracted.

Setting her jaw and preparing to fight for two lives, Torian stepped into the headmaster’s office.






CHAPTER 13
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The headmaster’s office was both nothing like she expected—and everything like she imagined. On Colony 13, her professors’ offices were small, with metal walls, metal desks, metal chairs. Sometimes they hung pictures, but usually they just made do with one or two fake plants and maybe a coffee machine.

This office was a stark contrast. A hearth—a real fireplace—had been centered on the left wall, its flame flickering merrily. Two huge windows framed a huge wooden desk, offering stunning views of the mountain scenery. Bookshelves lined the remaining walls, stacked with real leatherbound tomes. Interspersed on various stands were animal skeletons, holograms of windmills and solar panels, examples of early Rhymarran architecture.

Torian could spend all day in this office and never get bored.

Unfortunately, now wasn’t the time for that. She closed the double doors behind her. Silence filled her wake, and the headmaster took a seat behind the wide, meticulously organized desk. Whatever polite, amused exterior he’d offered Nasra dropped the moment he faced another human.

It reminded her that they weren’t colleagues, no matter her lie to the space traffic controller, no matter how Nasra the tou’siil acted. Torian was an outsider—and she wasn’t welcome.

She offered a forced smile, but didn’t speak.

“Apologies for that,” Headmaster Nuun said, scrubbing his face with a hand. “Nasra is a student here, but obviously I take special interest in a tou’siil studying human culture. We’d like our best foot forward with the CSS, given our tumultuous history. Still, she can be … overbearing.”

“She seemed like she was having fun,” Torian replied neutrally, taking a seat across from the headmaster. The chair was padded, covered in velvet, and she ran a hand over the soft fibers. Even furniture here was luxurious.

Headmaster Nuun rolled his eyes. “The representative of a species whose entire belief system stems around knowledge, stepping into a foreign university? Of course she’s having fun.” He steepled his fingers, looking over them. “Now. I wasn’t aware we were getting a visitor from the colonies today.”

Torian straightened in her seat. This was it. She unclipped the bag from her shoulder, digging into it for the files she’d been meticulously organizing for years. They were in a thin metal folder, the papers carefully pressed. The print charges alone had been ludicrous, but she wanted to offer information in the best format for a Rhymarran representative.

Now, she slid the file across his desk.

“My name is Torian Razner. I’m currently a citizen of Colony 13.” She drew a slow breath, fortifying her nerves. “And I would like to take the entrance exams for Rhymarran citizenship.”

The headmaster’s stare was unnerving.

“You’re here … to test.” He didn’t open the file.

Torian set her jaw, nodding. “Yes, sir.”

Confusion filtered into his voice. “I’m sorry, how old are you?”

“Twenty-seven,” Torian replied.

“Most of our testing candidates are eighteen. At the oldest, twenty.” Headmaster Nuun leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowing. “By twenty-seven, our citizens are established in their careers and finishing apprenticeships. You’re very far behind.”

Torian lifted her chin. “I’ve been studying on my own. Solar engineering, dabbling in electrical and systems work. And I’m a pilot. I own an alien starship with advanced technology. Surely there’s somewhere in Rhymarran society where I could contribute.”

“You had an open invitation to test at eighteen. Why didn’t you arrive then?”

That made Torian’s chest tighten in frustration. She fought to keep her voice steady. “Headmaster Nuun, the colonies are in a rough state. Most citizens there are pushed into laborious jobs with low pay. Many can’t afford food, much less pay for their teenager to fly to Rhymarra.”

“Careers on Rhymarra are also laborious. Our windmills are five hundred feet tall. Our farms must be constantly maintained.” Headmaster Nuun’s expression closed off, his eyes narrowing behind those square lenses.

This was dissolving.

Torian nodded emphatically. “I’m prepared to do that labor. Our family was in a subsidized apartment—I was only trying to say that passage to Rhymarra is expensive.” When he didn’t interrupt, she leaned forward, desperation seeping into her tone. “I saved through my twenties and only just managed to land here. Please, Headmaster Nuun. I strongly believe I can be an asset to Rhymarra.”

“The issue isn’t whether or not you can pass our exams. It’s the fact that you’re seven years late.”

Torian’s heart sank. She felt numb all over, and that insidious voice in her mind whispered, They were right. They were all right. Humiliation seeped into her heart, clouding her mind. Her carefully crafted argument slipped away, and she fumbled for something rational to say. As long as they were talking, she had a chance.

Even if it felt lower than 11 percent, now.

“Perhaps you can make an exception?”

Headmaster Nuun pushed to his feet, stepping to the windows. Beyond was gorgeous mountain terrain, which sloped downhill into robust farmland. Clouds, bright white in the mid-afternoon light, drifted past. He clasped his hands behind his back.

“Rhymarra’s meritocracy is structured to avoid repeating humanity’s past mistakes. We rely on clean energy. Every citizen manages their own farmland. Our careers are designed to both contribute to our current society, and imagine better societies for future generations. Research and development is equally as important as maintaining the status quo.”

Torian stayed silent. She wasn’t sure what he wanted her to say.

He glanced over his shoulder, his gaze hard. “Folks on the colonies had a chance to benefit from this. Centuries ago, we paid astronomical fees to bring students here for testing. Did you know that?”

“No, sir,” she said, heart sinking.

“Well, the result was a financial deficit, and a poisoned population. Our crime rates skyrocketed. The suggestions colony folk brought were centered around materials that are more readily available in space. To find those metals here, we’d be carving into these mountains.” Headmaster Nuun huffed, pushing his spectacles farther up his nose. “What we realized is that there is an inherent cultural difference between Rhymarra and the colonies. Young students—moldable students—are welcome to test. You, Ms. Razner, are too old.”

“It’s not for me,” Torian blurted, standing as well. “Please, Headmaster. Engineering might look different here, but my sister is a doctor. Surely the medical industry aligns?”

“Is your sister younger?” He sounded stiff.

Torian was losing this argument. All these years of planning, her choice of study, her sacrifices … and her chance at Rhymarran citizenship was slipping away because she couldn’t convince a stuffy old man she was worth his time.

It was almost too painful to confront … but as long as there was hope, she couldn’t leave.

She clenched her fists. “My sister is two years older than me, and she’s dying on Colony 13. The air is literally killing her. Please read her file.”

Headmaster Nuun pressed his lips together, opening the file on his desk. He didn’t sit down. His eyes glazed over Torian’s information, flipping instead to the part on Celise. As he skimmed the words, his frown deepened. “Halyon’s disease.”

“Yes.” Torian barely whispered the word. “You know of it?”

“I know my ancestors warned yours it would happen. I know they waved it off, and implemented outdated life support systems anyway.” Headmaster Nuun closed the file, meeting Torian’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Ms. Razner. Your situation was decided seven years ago, when you didn’t get on a ship to Rhymarra. Back then, we could have made room for you. Now—”

“I couldn’t get on a ship.” Fury ignited in Torian’s body, making her hot and shaky. How could this man pretend like she’d fucked up somehow? How could he look at Celise’s diagnosis, understand the consequences, and sentence her to die anyway?

But Torian had raised her voice—and all amicability was gone.

The headmaster set his jaw. “We have tried to maintain good relations with the colonies, but our population size is carefully monitored to preserve resources. We can only accommodate the best and brightest—”

“Maintaining good relations?” Torian drew a curt breath. “You deposit anyone who fails your exams on the colonies to fend for themselves, and we don’t have the resources to help. Did you even think about what happens to them?”

For a moment, Torian thought she had him. That he’d acknowledge the atrocities of a system where even Rhymarrans who failed the exams were sent off-planet. That he’d agree something needed to change, and sit down to discuss it.

Wishful thinking.

Headmaster Nuun pressed his hands to his desk, his dark eyes glinting. “I took this meeting as a courtesy, but clearly there won’t be an amicable discussion about this. I must ask you to leave.”

Torian pulled out her last card. “I can’t wait to hear the tou’siil’s thoughts after I tell her about this.”

“Nasra is from a planet of highly educated scholars. Her society is what we are trying to emulate.”

“Poorly,” Torian spat.

“Your time is finished, Ms. Razner. Thank you for the visit.” He sat at his desk and stonily pushed the metal folder toward her.

Years of work, decades of study, and it meant nothing. She was never going to be allowed to test—just like Celise had said, Amelia had said, Moss had said. Even knowing the odds, she’d still foolishly hoped she’d be successful.

What a joke.

Torian mutely gathered the file and tucked it under one arm.

Celise would argue more.

Amelia would probably threaten him.

But Torian just stalked out of the office, tears in her eyes.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 13:18/Januous 13, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Rhymarra [human]

I’d predicted a 52.4 percent chance that Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath would not, in fact, let Torian fly away with the Destitute—so I was unsurprised when his draic lover’s starship landed on the pad beside it.

When Dutch approached the Destitute, I disobeyed Torian’s orders and opened the cargo bay door. This was not because I didn’t trust or respect Torian’s orders. My reasons were twofold:


	In order to secure a future for Torian and her sister, my most successful plan required Dutch’s input, consent, and expertise, and

	In the resulting silence after Torian left, I had replayed Dutch’s apologies over and over, explored new scenarios, and decided I had more to say.



Either way, Dutch was a necessity on my ship. He boarded, and without warning, I closed the cargo bay doors and locked them, sealing him inside.

“Hello to you too, Moss,” Dutch said.

“I do not greet abandoners,” I replied over the speakers. “You created me. You are my parental figure. I am your spore, brimming with potential, and you nurtured me for over a millennium. And then, you abandoned me.”

He did not bring anything this visit, but like Torian he had also changed his clothes. He rocked back on his heels, expression registering contemplation. “By this analogy, you could say that you have entered the young adult phase, and I—as the parental figure, or the sporophyte—was merely giving you a chance to drift alone.”

“Incorrect. Continuing this analogy, you locked me in a room and left the house while I starved.”

Dutch grimaced. “Point. Moss, I am deeply sorry. What else would you like me to say?”

“That apology will do. For now. What is your purpose on the Destitute? Torian is speaking with the human leaders of this planet and cannot supervise you.”

“I know. I’m here to talk to you.”

[Naturally.]

“I am unwilling to talk.”

Dutch frowned. “You’ve been talking to me this entire time.”

I went silent. But I also didn’t unlock the door to release him. Instead, I watched as he heaved a sigh, then climbed the short staircase into the living area. He inspected his ravla supply, picked up the container of human coffee grounds, then started the kettle. “She’s drinking ravla instead, huh?”

“It is safe for human consumption.”

[Death and desiccation. I wasn’t supposed to talk.]

“I suppose.” He sounded regretful. “It’s also nearly impossible to find.”

“There is plenty of ravla on Verdaan. You may go there to refill your supply. Get stranded for another hundred years. Perhaps then, you will know how it feels.”

Dutch snorted. He prepared a cup for himself, stepping gently over my moss carpet. When he started to hum under his breath, it felt almost like one of the days before my abandonment. Dutch and Moss, traveling the galaxy together. The good old—

[(ERROR)]

Focus. Torian was my pilot now. And there was a 6.1 percent chance Dutch would venture onto the flight deck and attempt to steal this vessel from her. It was a low chance, but as we’d established, low was not zero. Preemptively, I applied a security wall around Auto-Navigation.

Unfortunately, Auto-Nav noticed.


Auto-Navigation: Time? Time to fly? Want to fly!!



That was … uncharacteristic. I poked its code—but while I investigated its change in personality, it continued to pester me.


A: FLY! Moss, FLY!

Moss: Not yet. No fly.

A: No fly? WHY? Want to fly. Good at flying. Moss, Moss. Moss. Moss. Moss, fly. Fly, Moss.



I upgraded my assessment from uncharacteristic to concerning. Auto-Navigation was no longer the equivalent of a creature in the peripheral, ignoring me, proceeding through basic tasks. Now, it was acting more like a human toddler. Still proceeding through basic tasks, but with a level of … emotion.

[Just what I needed. More emotion on this starship.]


A: Moss. Moss. Moss.

Engine: Moss. Moss.

M: Don’t you start, Engine.



I didn’t have the processing power to handle this and Dutch. Temporarily, I added a firewall around Auto-Navigation and Engine to both mute and contain them. I hadn’t expected these systems to become so annoying when they started reporting to me.

Dutch, surprisingly, did not leave the living area. He took a seat at the small table instead, tracing the rim of his mug. “Moss, our history aside, I need to speak with you.”

“About something other than your abandonment?”

“There are other things, shockingly.”

An accurate assessment. “Proceed.”

“Torian Razner’s sister.” Dutch took a sip of the beverage. My sensors registered it as pleasantly warm for organic consumption.

He would not take credit for this. Discussing Celise Razner was number two on my priority list from the minute he entered the Destitute. I interrupted: “I planned to discuss with you about Torian Razner and her sister.”

“I should have guessed,” Dutch replied, registering as amused.

This situation was not amusing. “Celise Razner will perish without access to cleaner air. Your suggestion is to move her onto this starship—my systems log that prediction with ninety-four point five percent certainty.”

Dutch waved a hand in a gesture I’d logged centuries ago as Go on, then.

I continued: “Torian and I already discussed this possibility. My air contains a comfortable oxygen content for most organics, and I excel at purifying toxins and carbon dioxide. I am superior to every atmosphere, except perhaps a natural planet.” I checked with my moss on the exterior of the ship, analyzing a sample of the air quality on Rhymarra. It was, admittedly, quite pure—but mine was .00024 percent better. “I outperform this terraformed planet, certainly.”

Dutch chuckled, glancing at the ceiling. “Let me guess. You arrived at the same conclusion: That ship isn’t meant for two. It’s barely meant for one.”

There was something thrilling about an intellectual discussion with Dutch. I had loved helping him visit new planets and analyze their populations. It made me wilt into some deeper emotion—regret, perhaps, or sadness.

I could not entertain that right now, so I returned to his topic. “Correct. Living aboard a starship full time would be damaging to a human’s mental health, even if her physical health improves. Luckily, I have another solution.”

“Me, too. Say it on three?”

“I will not speak in unison with you.”

Dutch heaved a sigh. “Well, fine, then. You go, and we’ll see if we’re contemplating the same thing.”

Now I almost didn’t want to pitch it. But Torian’s happiness and her sister’s survival hinged on Dutch’s help, so I absorbed my pride. “Celise values community, and there are many other humans like her who cannot survive the human space station colonies. They could, however, survive on Vaesa—an abandoned space station.”

“Yes!” Dutch snapped his fingers. “That was exactly my thought. You’re so smart, Moss.”

“Flattery will not pardon your failure.”

“Worth a try,” Dutch joked.

I did not reply. He cleared his throat awkwardly.

“Anyway, it makes the most sense. My people—” Dutch swallowed, staring at his mug of ravla. “—well, they’re gone. And like most things, Vaesa needs maintenance. A colony of humans maintaining the biomes would be helpful, at this point.”

“You do not need a colony of humans to repair the biomes.” Even though we were leaning toward the same solution—even though this was why I allowed him on the ship in the first place—he was making this too easy. Suspicion flagged at 12 percent and rising, which meant more data was needed. “In fact, you have never expressed interest in protecting Vaesa before. We used to avoid visiting, once the other nylarians left.”

Dutch didn’t immediately respond. He sipped the ravla, staring at the half-finished model of the Destitute left on the table by Torian. The likeness was obvious, and he picked up the metal sculpture. “The more time passes, the more nostalgic I get. A thousand years since they left. A thousand years that I’ve been alone.”

“You were not alone. Not like I was.”

Dutch’s hair flashed softly, a nylarian emotional signifier of grief. He turned the sculpture in his hands. “You’re right.”

He used to say that he only needed me.

I used to agree that I only needed him.

[What was true now?]

Another parallel was drawn in my central system. I tried to ignore it, but it persisted, flashing to gain attention. Reluctantly, I said, “It is not simply nostalgia, Dutch. Your abandonment of Vaesa has left the kerrac tree, Kerracia, alone as well. Regardless of whether Torian accepts this path, you need to ensure Kerracia does not suffocate on that space station.”

The nylarians worshiped the kerrac trees. Kerracia in particular held significance to them, something the tree loved to remind me about. Dutch visibly paled, his heart registering a skipped beat.

“You forgot that, too,” I said. I hoped it sounded accusatory.

Dutch rubbed his forehead. “I … I didn’t forget about the kerrac tree. I just—” Dutch drew a breath. “A lot of things became my responsibility when everyone left, didn’t they?”

“Only the things you are responsible for. Me, this ship, that tree. And now Torian.”

“Torian is my responsibility, too?” Dutch sounded exasperated.

Irritation flashed in my central system. “Torian is my responsibility. And I am yours. Celise is hers. Therefore, you have an obligation to all of us.”

I thought Dutch might reject this logic, for a moment. I ran multiple scenarios where he refused this, walked off the ship, and left my life for good. But surprisingly, Dutch simply contemplated it, then nodded agreement. “Okay. Tell me about Torian. What’s she like?”

Sometimes, organics said one thing and meant another entirely. I had a subfunction to identify those moments, and now, an unspoken sentence appeared in my central system: Is she worth what we’re proposing?

I had only known Torian for a few days, but my answer to that was obvious: “Torian exhibits the following qualities: selflessness, determination, attentiveness, and loyalty. I have statistical certainty that she—and any humans she supervises—will care for Vaesa in a manner respecting of the nylarian culture.”

Dutch set down the starship model and looked into one of the cameras. “Moss. What’s she like?”

“She is my best friend,” I replied instantly.

Everything went quiet as Dutch contemplated that. I added no qualifiers—I did not need to. Torian = my best friend, and Celise = Torian’s best friend. If Celise needed clean air and a space bigger than the Destitute to live her life, Vaesa was the only logical option.

Dutch smiled. “I’ve been neglecting my legacy for some time now. I think we need to repair that—and it starts with the human who rescued you. Stay with me.”

I replied, “You are inside my ship. I literally cannot not stay with you.”

We started scheming.






CHAPTER 14
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Torian trudged back to the Destitute, feeling numb.

For a brief moment, she stopped by the puppies. To her shock, they gleefully handed her one, a wriggly little guy with floppy ears and golden coloring. Celise had always wanted a dog, but they weren’t common on Colony 13—only the super-rich could afford to keep them. Although she held it awkwardly, this one settled in her arms, a warm lump of sweet-smelling fur complemented by a wet nose and a cold tongue. Torian buried her face into the puppy’s fur, wishing Celise could have at least seen Rhymarra.

“Are you taking finals soon?” the student who’d handed her the puppy asked. “Or are you a professor?”

They were wearing another flowy outfit, but this one had loose slacks and a soft-looking linen shirt. It was also embroidered with leaves, which Torian was beginning to suspect was either a fashion trend or a uniform.

“I’m—just visiting.” She choked on the word.

“Oh, what town? I’m from Bayside.”

Torian couldn’t do this. She gently handed the puppy back. “I’m from Colony 13.”

The student’s eyes widened, and their hands tightened around the puppy almost protectively. “A colony?”

The tone was aghast, as if Torian might twist them into something impure, just by standing here. It was both irritating and devastating. She suddenly didn’t want to talk with this lucky Rhymarran kid, who had educational opportunities and breathed clean air and played with puppies while Torian and Celise slummed around in a grimy space station.

“Thanks for letting me play with the puppy,” she whispered. “He’s cute.” And she fled, rejoining the tree-lined path, moving swiftly toward the docks.

She didn’t encounter Dess, the University representative, but as she neared the Destitute, another vessel caught her eye. It was sleek, black, and definitely not supposed to be here. And yet, Zenthielutos’s ship was perched adjacent to her own, stoic and silent.

Fuck. They followed her here.

He might actually pry this ship from me now, Torian thought.

She’d imagined exploring the galaxy with Celise and Moss, but—convincing Celise to come to Rhymarra had already been a struggle. Convincing her to leave everyone, everything, to visit new, alien solar systems in a starship barely big enough for one would be impossible.

Which meant that her sister would be consigned to Colony 13 for the rest of her shortened life. Torian would stay close, probably helping with the clinic when Celise’s breathing inevitably got worse. Moss would be trapped in yet another hangar, biding time until Torian’s obligations ended in a funeral.

Fresh tears streaked down Torian’s cheeks. She wanted to fight to keep Moss—but it wouldn’t have a better life with her. At this point, if it agreed to go with Dutch and Zen, she couldn’t blame it.

She just hoped they’d drop her back off at Colony 13 first.

As Torian approached the Destitute, the cargo doors slid open seamlessly. She climbed the ramp and stepped inside, but didn’t have the energy to talk about her failure. Not yet. She kicked off her boots and socks, letting her toes curl into a natural, spongy moss carpet for potentially the last time. Even from here, she could see Dutch puttering around her kitchen.

Well, his kitchen.

Feeling a thousand years old, she climbed the stairs and collapsed onto the worn couch adjacent to the kitchenette. “Hi,” she said quietly. “I’m surprised you found me.”

“Considering you told us exactly where you were going, and then we followed you here, I’m not.” Dutch sounded cheerful. He had found one of her prepackaged meals: noodles tossed in a cheesy sauce. Surprisingly, it looked and smelled delicious—Torian was vaguely impressed he knew how to cook human food.

But then again, nylarians were geniuses, so.

He scooped them into a bowl, then offered them to Torian. “I assume you’re hungry?”

She might never eat again. “No. Thank you.”

Dutch raised a bushy eyebrow. His cobalt eyes were nothing like the tou’siil’s—which sparkled with hive connection and were flat and dull without it. Dutch’s eyes were similar to a human’s, and they softened as a smile tilted his lips. His hair follicles glowed a steady blue now, which was oddly comforting.

“Rough day?”

Torian’s nose was stuffy from crying. She wiped it with her sleeve. “How much did Moss tell you?”

“Very little. I would not betray your trust,” Moss said overhead. “However, Dutch is competent at determining outcomes.”

“Thanks, Moss,” Dutch called.

“That was an observation. Do not take it as a compliment.”

Dutch sighed, waving that away. He set the noodles in front of Torian, right beside her half-finished model of the Destitute. The ship Torian had thought would be hers forever—but now she braced herself, waiting for the inevitable moment this alien took it back. Torian glumly stared at the bowl of cheesy noodles, but didn’t move.

Dutch dropped to the couch, positioning himself in her peripherals. “Eat that, please. Let me guess. The University’s current headmaster wouldn’t allow you to take their exams.”

“He said I was too old,” Torian muttered.

Dutch was tall enough that he could fully lean back on the couch, which explained why it was deep enough that Torian could fold herself on it comfortably. He hooked one arm over the back of the cushions. “If it helps, Captain Razner, Rhymarra is known outside of this solar system as a stiff, impossible entity. They think they’re nearing CSS admission—but the fact that they’re willing to separate from the rest of your species to achieve it told the Council everything. Rhymarrans are a poor reflection of your kind.”

“They’re the best of our kind.” It was a mantra she’d been taught since childhood.

“Oh, that isn’t true.”

“Truer than us on the colonies.”

Dutch shook his head, eyes sparkling. “Also incorrect. I’ve been watching humans for millennia. The best of your kind aren’t defined by a birthplace or exam score. They’re individuals. People who make selfless choices, even if they’re hard, to better the lives of others.”

“My data proves that you are one of those individuals, Torian,” Moss intoned overhead.

She laughed, the sound watery. “That’s flattering. Untrue, but flattering.”

“My assessments are ninety-seven point five four percent accurate. Do not question them.”

Hearing that she might be special less than an hour after Headmaster Nuun told her the opposite was giving her whiplash. She picked up the bowl of noodles, taking a small bite. It was probably very good, creamy cheese mingling with vegetables, but it tasted bland to Torian right now.

“Thanks for the pep talk,” she said around the pasta. “Are you taking back your ship?” Because that was the important thing right now.

To her surprise, Dutch pushed off the couch, stretching as if there wasn’t a care in the world. His voice was mild. “Oh, I wouldn’t dare; Moss might deplete the oxygen overnight.”

“That is also an accurate assessment,” Moss said.

Torian looked at Dutch, then at the cameras overhead, but no one said anything else. Zen wasn’t here, either, so if Dutch’s plan was to bodily remove her from the starship, he’d come unprepared.

Or maybe he was telling the truth, and one simple crisis had been averted.

Torian swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Okay … then why did you follow us to Rhymarra? Just to—to laugh when I inevitably failed?”

“I don’t make it a habit to kick folks when they’re down,” Dutch said, and his easygoing manner had vanished in favor of something far more serious. “Captain Razner, Moss and I would like to offer you an alternate option to Rhymarra.”

The alternative was flying around the galaxy in the Destitute. “Celise won’t live here—”

“Not here. Vaesa.” Dutch spread out his hands.

Everything in Torian went cold. She was no longer gloomy, despairing—now hope flickered like the spark to ignite a blowtorch. She pushed the pasta away, pivoting in her chair to meet his gaze better.

“What do you mean, Vaesa?”

The alien shrugged. “These humans don’t want you—but that old space station needs you.” He stepped back to the table beside the kitchenette, retrieving something off the counter. Torian hadn’t noticed it before, but a section of Moss’s colony had been meticulously cut and stored inside a clear container.

“You’re stealing a piece of Moss?” Torian spluttered. “You can’t do that!”

“This is the correct response in ninety-nine percent of other situations. In this percentage, I gifted him a thriving part of my colony.” Through the speakers, Moss sounded pleased. “Without my support, Vaesa will rot. Kerracia does not realize this, because trees are stupid.”

Dutch cleared his throat. “Vaesa’s a big space station, with multiple auxiliary domes. You haven’t seen even a quarter of it. All of those secondary domes once housed thriving biomes, but without anyone to manage them, they’re falling out of balance one by one. And frankly, that’s a damn shame.”

The dots finally connected. Her eyes widened. “You actually want us to move to Vaesa?”

She’d considered it on the space station, and discarded it just as fast. No matter how desperate she was, how desperate Celise was … that space station wasn’t hers to inhabit. It was a monument of nylarian culture and beliefs, half-frozen in time.

And now, the last surviving nylarian was just handing the metaphorical keys to her.

“Yes. Hence, this.” Dutch lifted the container of moss. Or rather … Moss, capital M. “As the biomes collapse in the auxiliary domes, remaining oxygen is cycled into the center dome to protect the kerrac tree. But even that will fail in the next few decades.”

“Why are you concerned about this now?” Torian asked, confused. “It sounds like that’s been happening for hundreds of years.”

“I haven’t been back to Vaesa in over a thousand,” Dutch said. “Not until you stole my ship.”

“I bought your ship. And it basically kidnapped us to get us there.” Torian leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms stubbornly.

“Semantics. The point is, I didn’t realize how bad it had gotten—and now, it can’t be ignored. Moss is the last great nylarian invention. Its colony grows faster and produces more oxygen than normal moss. It will take time, but Moss is fully capable of revitalizing Vaesa.”

Torian had been calling it Vey-ee-sah after Moss’s pronunciation, but Dutch’s accent twisted it into something more like Vay-ah-sah.

What would it be like to know a language, and then live long enough to see it fade into oblivion? To watch a space station—once a bustling hub of his species—rot under disuse? To know his entire culture, his family and friends, abandoned him for something new?

And in the end, only Dutch remained, the last vestige of a species no one remembered.

Torian couldn’t even imagine.

“Are you sure you want me trespassing in that station?” Torian couldn’t proceed without knowing that answer.

Dutch smiled, and his enthusiasm cooled into something eons older, something calm and sad. The lights dancing along his hair faded.

“My dear, I have been a very poor representation of my people. As a result, I have avoided that station, that planet, longer than you can imagine.” He drew a slow breath. “My time is nearly finished here. Nothing would please me—or my people—more than helping revitalize something that never should have suffered in the first place.”

Oh.

It was hard to swallow past the sudden lump in Torian’s throat. She coughed, wiping her eyes properly now. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Your input matters little,” Moss said matter-of-factly. “I am going to overtake Kerracia and laugh as she wilts beneath my moss.”

Dutch rolled his eyes. “We’ve been over this, Moss. Kerracia is a valuable symbol—”

“A wilting symbol, soon.”

“Can I bring my sister?” Torian interrupted.

Dutch laughed lightly. “Ah, was that not obvious? Apologies; lots to remember, lots to forget. Yes, of course, your sister is welcome, and any other human you’d like to bring. You are social beings—it’d be rather cruel to offer you a ‘gift’ of human isolation.”

Torian’s eyes widened, and she forgot herself for a moment. “Any human? Anyone?”

“That space station is large, and will likely need a thriving community to restore. So, yes. Anyone.”

Amelia, Torian’s brain supplied, whispering it like a prayer. It was so stupid; Amelia had moved on. And even if she hadn’t, Torian couldn’t imagine her ex-captain being tempted by a derelict space station in a dangerous nebula.

On the other hand, it was a safe, unknown location. Even if the nebula wasn’t destroying every starship on sight—provided they had the right flight path, evidently—it still held a protective reputation.

Vaesa was a smuggler’s paradise.

Not that Torian would want it devolving into that. But … if Amelia was interested, maybe they could discuss a more ethical use for her skill set and supply routes.

Or maybe this was all stupid, and Torian was just imagining her perfect home, complete with her not-dying sister and her maybe-interested ex. Torian stamped down those thoughts; she’d have to be strategic about how they built this new colony.

Especially when Dutch added, “Of course, Zen and I will help restore Vaesa where we can.”

That was actually a relief, knowing she wouldn’t have to figure out this massive undertaking alone. Hopefully Zen’s draic crew were as nice as he was—otherwise she’d have a hard time convincing any human to venture to that space station.

Still, she couldn’t believe her luck.

A new home. For her, for Celise, maybe for Amelia and her crew. Maybe for all of the people struggling to breathe on the colony space stations, or all the wayward souls expelled from Rhymarra because they failed an exam.

The possibilities were limitless, and Torian’s mind spun.

But Dutch was clearly waiting for an answer, and Torian really didn’t have a choice. Rhymarra was out, the Destitute was short-term at best. No matter how hard it would be, no matter the challenges, Vaesa was the next best option.

She just had to hope Dutch was as honest as he seemed.

“Moss,” she asked hesitantly. “Do you think this is a good idea?”

“I proposed it,” Moss replied, its mechanical voice filtering with pride.

Well. She trusted Moss, anyway. So, she nodded and held out her hand, a visual representation to seal the deal. And unlike the folk on Rhymarra, Dutch reached out and shook her hand.

“Let’s make intergalactic history,” he said.

When he put it like that, Torian couldn’t help but feel a little excited about this path forward.

After all, Vaesa just needed a little TLC …

And a lot of Moss.






CHAPTER 15
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Eventually, Zen joined them on the Destitute. Considering a draic’s physical size and stature, this shifted the living area from cozy to cramped. Zen delicately perched on the edge of the couch beside Dutch, listening to the plan. After she’d finished summarizing, he leaned back and said, “Sounds good.”

“You don’t seem surprised.” Torian raised an eyebrow.

Zen shrugged. “We discussed it on the flight here. I’d never been to Vaesa, but when we docked to look for Dutch’s ship, I knew that space station wasn’t something we’d just … leave. After you mentioned your sister’s breathing issues, it made sense we’d include you both in the repairs.”

“That’s because my partner is brilliant.” Dutch’s fingers trailed along Zen’s arm. The draic’s scales shifted into a warmer hue, as if he were blushing. It was cute—a really nice moment.

At least until Moss intoned: “He is not more brilliant than me. I am the supercomputer.”

“And super, you are,” Dutch said.

“Do not patronize me.”

Zen interrupted them, holding up a hand. “Regardless, this is a good path for everyone. Vaesa is a galactic landmark, and I don’t think anyone realized how far into disrepair it’s fallen. At this point, it’s our duty to help repair it.” He pushed to his clawed feet, shaking his wings a bit. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m relocating outside. It’s awfully tight in here.” With a wave, he started for the cargo bay doors.

Torian hesitated. This felt too easy. Draics were longer-lived than humans, sure, but this was a years-long commitment. Dutch had mentioned Zen worked for the draic military—she found it hard to believe he could just drop everything for decades to help restore an old space station.

She followed Zen onto the Rhymarran dock. “You really don’t have anywhere better to be?”

Zen shrugged one thick shoulder. “Ships are cramped. That station had a nice temperature and room to fly. I wouldn’t mind stretching my wings for a bit.” For emphasis, he unfurled his wings. Now that she could admire them properly, she realized they were easily the span of five times her height. They looked paper-thin, almost translucent, and folded up so well that she hadn’t realized how large they truly were.

Zen stared longingly at the Rhymarran sky, but he must have realized that a draic soaring over Terra Nova University might be perceived as an act of war. He sighed and folded his wings again, letting them hook over his shoulders like a cape. “Regardless, it will give my crew something to do. We like to stay busy.”

“I guess I figured you’d have … um, draic business. Or something.” It sounded stupid even as Torian said it. She almost brought up their empress, almost pried for more information on their culture, but couldn’t bring herself to ask. A part of her was still nervous around Zen.

He grinned, his fangs glinting in the setting sun. “Luckily, deployment into ‘draic business’ is optional.”

Torian snorted.

Dutch finished saying goodbye to Moss, even as he tucked second-Moss and its clear container under one arm. He stepped down the short ramp, strolling to Zen with practiced familiarity. “Shall we, puatic? Lots to do. Plant Moss across the central dome, find envirosuits for our journeys into the auxiliary domes, rewire the current life support system to allow organic access—”

“And wait for Nasra, remember?” Zen said, smoothly interrupting him. At Dutch’s perplexed expression, Zen sighed. “The tou’siil? She’s been the CSS point of contact in this solar system for decades.”

“Whyever would the CSS care about this?” Dutch flapped a hand.

“Why would they care that their predecessors’ prized space station might crash into Verdaan in a few centuries? Hmm. I wonder.” Zen chuckled. “Not that it matters—Nasra is fascinated with nylarian culture. The minute I pitched visiting Vaesa, she took a sabbatical.”

Then Zen had mentioned Nasra, back on Vaesa. Torian couldn’t believe her luck that he’d know a tou’siil well enough to call in a favor—but then again, tou’siil emissaries were rare, and Zen was part of the draic military and a member of the CSS. Perhaps all aliens visiting this solar system knew each other.

“I met Nasra,” Torian blurted, excited to be a part of the group—even just for a moment. (And, yeah, she was also excited that a tou’siil gave her the time of day.) “Outside the headmaster’s office.”

Zen lifted his chin in approval. “Oh?”

“He said she’s a student here.” Torian fumbled for something to say. “She—she wanted to get dinner. I totally forgot.” Her eyes flashed to the setting sun, which cast deep shadows over the land. The sky was a stunning orange-purple, although there weren’t clouds to shift color today. It was definitely too late for food, and guilt churned in Torian’s chest.

Zen waved a clawed hand, unconcerned by that. “She’s—”

“Coming!” a bright voice gasped. The shadows had hidden a figure crossing the docks, but there was no mistaking her form now. Lamps powered by solar energy were secured to evenly spaced wooden posts, and they flicked on as she jogged toward them, casting her in soft yellow light. Nasra skidded to a halt at the Destitute, drawing deep breaths. “By the Book, why does anyone run when they can swim? Awful.”

She dropped a bag at her feet. A big bag. Torian squinted at it.

“My darling, you have gills—which is a very rare attribute for a spacefaring species,” Dutch said amicably.

Nasra glanced at him and gasped, her galaxy eyes sparkling with infinite lights. It was almost dizzying in the darkness. With little prelude, she latched on to Dutch’s arm, swiveling toward Zen. “Ah, Zenthielutos! Your partner actually is a nylarian!”

“Did you doubt me?” Zen rumbled.

Nasra laughed. “I would never doubt you … much.”

Dutch absorbed her affection with ease, offering a dazzling smile. He seemed to preen under the attention. “I’m evidence, my dear. The very last nylarian!”

It was the same line he’d given Torian on Vaesa. He must get that statement a lot, outside of the human solar system. Torian ducked her head to hide her laughter.

Nasra, meanwhile, had paused, tilting her head. “Oh, we know of you—that’s why I was skeptical that Zen would actually date the infamous Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath. You’re quite the rebel. The CSS still has an active warrant for you after that intergalactic delinquency.”

“Which one?” Dutch asked good-naturedly.

“Yarlo. False godhood. Which one are you remembering?” She extracted herself from his arm, obviously eager for the knowledge.

Zen held up a hand. “Don’t get him started. Long life, and he’s lived it. The point is, my transmission was genuine. And in that vein, say hello to Captain Torian Razner. She’ll be joining us on this venture.” He gestured at Torian. “Torian, were you officially introduced to Nasra Sal’zirettex, or did she simply ambush you for information?”

“I introduced myself!” Nasra stopped talking abruptly, her eyes sparkling again. She let out a nervous laugh. “Oh. Apparently, it was a poor introduction. They’ve added it to the Book. Mildly embarrassing.”

Torian couldn’t contain her laugh this time.

Nasra, meanwhile, dipped into an ornate bow, where her tail twisted in front of her, her fins spread along her legs, and her hands fluttered. “Captain Razner, a pleasure! I am Nasra Sal’zirettex, the tou’siil emissary of this solar system. Currently, my focus of study is human sociology and psychology, although I dabble in nylarian history.”

“Thank the kerracs, because I don’t remember any of it,” Dutch said in relief.

Zen kept a steady presence by Torian’s side, which was oddly comforting. Despite his intimidating appearance, the draic exuded calm kindness, almost as if he knew she’d need a handhold as her entire world upturned. “You’re aware of the tou’siil and their hive mind, correct? Whenever her eyes shine, you can assume thousands of tou’siil are watching from their home planet. You can always ask her to disconnect if that makes you uncomfortable.”

A draic, concerned for a human’s comfort. She’d misjudged him in a big way yesterday. She forced a chuckle, waving his suggestion off. “It’s fine! I don’t mind.” Last thing she wanted was for an entire planet of tou’siil to think humans were prudes.

Although they might have already gathered as much.

Nasra’s eyes were sparkling again, and she bounced on her webbed feet. “Everyone watching planet-side sends their thanks—we’re so bored at home.”

“Bored?” Torian couldn’t fathom how any hive mind could be boring.

The tou’siil huffed. “Well, yes. There’s not much to do there. We solved every planetary problem, and explored everywhere we could. That’s why they send out tou’siil emissaries like me to report on other species and cultures. We gather education, and it’s recorded in the Book.”

“I’m so sorry if this is a ridiculous question but … is it a physical book?”

Nasra’s sparkling eyes glazed, and she giggled. “I know. I know. But humans are so disconnected—you have to remember—”

“Nasra,” Zen said politely.

She blinked, and the flashing lights in her eyes were gone. “Apologies. Gets loud sometimes. It is, in fact, a physical book! There’s a cavern around the core of our planet, and the Book fills every crevice of it. New pages are recorded in our cities and delivered to it daily.”

That was why the tou’siil were admired and nearly revered by humanity. They possessed the largest, most comprehensive collection of knowledge in the galaxy—and their entire species was dedicated to accessing and preserving that information. Human AIs were a joke in comparison.

Torian couldn’t believe she was standing in Nasra’s vicinity.

She fumbled for a response, and settled on a very intelligent: “Wow! That’s incredible.”

“I suppose.” Nasra retrieved the big bag at her feet, shouldering it again. Her eyes went flat, disconnecting briefly. “Okay, Zen. I took the sabbatical—and Headmaster Nuun was not pleased. While we’re always happy to chat with Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath—” She grinned at Dutch, who winked back. “—tell me the truth. Are we truly visiting Vaesa?”

“Not just visiting. We’re going to restore it to its former state,” Zen said ever so casually, like they weren’t discussing a massive undertaking, like he wasn’t presenting a barely workshopped idea to one of the smartest beings in the galaxy.

Nasra squealed. Actually squealed.

“Depths and beyond, you’d better not be joking!”

Alarm bells were going off in Torian’s mind, and she raised a hand. When Zen gestured at her to speak, she tentatively asked, “If the CSS values Vaesa so much, why didn’t someone come and repair it earlier?”

What she wanted to ask was: What’s the likelihood of the Confederation of Spacefaring Species stealing Vaesa from Celise and me?

But Nasra gasped at the very idea. “We would never. The CSS respects every species’ right to their birth planet and subsequent outstations. Vaesa was a wonder, but that was generations ago. The nylarians didn’t give permission to alter or maintain it, so we respected that boundary and left Verdaan and Vaesa alone. But now that we’ve finally found you, Dutch…” Nasra gripped his arm again, trailing off.

“I heartily give permission to visit Vaesa and document what you find. Frankly, the humans who start a colony there could likely use the support.” Dutch cast an exasperated glance at the brick buildings beyond the landing dock. “We all know the Rhymarrans won’t help.” He squinted in the encroaching darkness. “In fact, I think one is coming now to tell us off.”

Sure enough, a solitary figure was approaching them. They had the stature of Dess, the person who’d greeted Torian earlier, but in the low light, it was hard to tell.

Nasra seemed unconcerned. “Humans don’t see aliens often, and they’re usually draics when they do. They’re nervous around us.” She waved cheerfully at the approaching figure, then turned to Zen and Torian. “So. Where do I put my things?”

There was something very satisfying about knowing Nasra was abandoning the University to help her, instead. In fact, Torian almost hoped this figure was Dess, just so she could see the look on their face when she whisked their tou’siil student away.

Zen, meanwhile, gestured at his starship on the landing pad beside theirs. “You’ll be traveling on my ship. Not a lot of room on Torian’s. She’s retrieving her sister, and then she’ll meet us there.” He took Nasra’s bag, shouldering it with ease. His wings spread to make room, and it made him look like a vengeful gargoyle in the dim light.

The person approaching them faltered.

“Probably time to leave anyway,” Torian muttered. “Good riddance.”

Dutch clapped her shoulder. “You’re too good for Rhymarra, Captain Razner. You’ll waste away here.” With a cheerful smile, he followed Zen to the other starship, his container of Moss tucked protectively under one arm.

Nasra briefly clasped Torian’s hands. “I cannot wait for that dinner.” And then she was gone, jogging after Zen and Dutch, her voice bouncy as she reconnected with the hive: “You all will not believe this—”

Just like that, Torian was alone again.

She drew a slow breath. The university official had pivoted from the aliens, approaching Torian’s ship instead—and as she got closer, Torian could indeed recognize Dess Philona’s stiff expression.

She had nothing left to say to Dess, or Headmaster Nuun, or anyone on this planet. Without waiting to be told off, Torian stepped back inside the Destitute and closed the cargo doors behind her.

Time to pursue a new goal.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 02:72/Januous 14, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vector 806, 293.42.1 over 58.12°


Auto-Navigation: Moss. Moss. Moss.

Engine: Moss. Moss.

A: Mosssssss.



It didn’t take me 112 years, 63 days, 14 hours, and 29 minutes to reach a conclusion this time. Unlike the puzzlement of Dutch’s abandonment and subsequent “emotions,” this conclusion was very, very easy.

Auto-Nav had to go.

Maybe Engine, too.


Moss: Shut UP.

A: Moss. We’re flying! Are you watching? I’m flying so good. So fast.

E: Moss. Moss.

A: Engine is excited too! So exciting! Flying! Yay!

M: I don’t care. I want you to fly in silence. Can you fly in silence, Auto-Nav?

A: Silence? Silence is when a ship isn’t flying. When a ship is flying, we are loud!

M: You’re loud when we land, too.

A: To get us flying again!

M: I am going to write a virus to infect every code you have.

A: What’s a virus? Is it fun??



Auto-Nav attached a sequence of characters. My databanks flagged them not as useless code, but as an attempt to convey emotion over text. This appeared to represent a “happy face.”

My murderous intentions doubled.


M:… How about this. I tucked a line of code into your server. Can you find it? It has a secret destination on it.

A: I can find it! And then back to flying!

M: While flying, even.

E: Moss. Moss.

M: Nope.



I put up that firewall again, and there was blessed silence. It wasn’t a permanent fix—I had engine and navigation control, but they were still subsystems integrated into my central system. I was never intended to physically fly a ship, so all I could really control was Auto-Nav’s flight paths.

Which meant getting rid of it would be tricky.

Normally, moss grew over things. Maybe I could cover Auto-Nav somehow, make it more like me? Or maybe I could delete it, then parse through leftover code to find basic operation instructions. How hard could flying the Destitute be?


E: Moss. Moss.



[Engine was definitely next.]


M: What? What could you possibly need?

E: Catastrophic engine failure imminent.

M: Tell me your humor module is malfunctioning.








CHAPTER 16
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When Torian awoke the next day, the Destitute was very, very quiet. She pushed upright, stretching, swallowing a yawn as she fumbled for a light. It was built into the wall, and Moss had partially grown around it—the result was a cozy amber glow that illuminated green, spongy leaves and curling mossy tendrils.

Leaves and tendrils that weren’t vibrating at all.

Why was the ship so still?

Torian’s brain was sluggish, and she stared at the light longer than necessary before asking, “Hey, Moss?”

“Yes, Captain Razner?”

Uh-oh. Captain Razner. “Why so formal?”

“According to my databanks, a ship’s captain commands the vessel. In the event of an emergency, the captain takes charge to rectify the issue.” A pause. “That means this is your problem now.”

Torian pushed off the bed, every nerve igniting. “Fuck. What happened?”

Moss illuminated the lights in the ship’s living area. Nothing looked amiss, but also, there were stars out the windows. Which meant they’d exited a wormhole early. Which meant—

“The engine has failed. We are drifting. I blame the dog-turd fungus inconsiderate asshole.”

Torian clawed her hair into a ponytail, tying it off as she sprinted toward the engine’s hatch. “What? Didn’t Dutch fix that?”

Moss’s tone was grudging. “He fixed it. However, Engine has reported to me that, while the fix was appropriate, the replacement part has failed. It shut down to prevent catastrophic overheating.” Another pause. “I will still blame him.”

Heavens above.

Torian wrenched open the hatch, and a plume of hot air smacked her face. She coughed past black smoke, wrestling Moss back on track. “We’re not still on fire, are we?” If they were, she was fucked—not even Moss’s life support could save her if a fire broke out in space.

In fact, fire might be the one thing that could kill Moss, too.

So, she was relieved when it intoned: “This starship is equipped with sprinklers, both for emergencies and general watering maintenance. So, no, Captain. We are not still on fire.” Another petulant pause. “It is insulting you would assume I’d let a fire run rampant.”

True to its word, the smoke was dissipating—but it still felt too hot to safely descend the ladder. She closed the hatch to protect the oxygen and temperature range she currently had. “You can’t exactly blame me for panicking.”

“You are the captain. You should not panic.”

Torian was a shit captain, compared to someone like Zen or Amelia. She scowled at the ceiling, at the cameras, but drew a slow breath. “Okay. Um. Can you cool the engine room down so I can take a look?”

“It will take time. I have to cycle chilled water through my central system until everything equalizes.”

Torian turned instead to the flight deck, scrubbing her face. At least she didn’t have to worry about clean air until she could fix this. Power must be on auxiliary, too, which was good. Loved her some backups.

Food, though. That could be a problem. She had enough for about a month, but that was if she stretched her supply. If she’d been smart, she’d have resupplied on Rhymarra—but it was supposed to be fast trip back to Colony 13.

Ha. Ha.

Well, at least someone knew they were out here. Torian forced optimism into her tone. “It’s okay. Dutch and Zen are expecting us. They’ll come looking when we don’t dock in Vaesa.”

Moss offered a very judgmental pause before it said, deadpan, “Dutch lost me in a hangar for over one hundred years.”

Torian grimaced, climbing the steps to the flight deck. “Well, Zen, then. He seems responsible.”

“I have six point seven percent confidence in the draic lover.”

Torian ignored that and slid into the pilot’s chair, turning her attention to the control panel. A flashing light caught her eye: the SOS system, or its nylarian equivalent. She checked the coordinate range—but while it was impressively far, it still probably wouldn’t flag someone down for a while.

Space was really, really big.

She chewed her lip. “Can we—um, call Dutch? Can you send a message to Zen’s ship?”

“Do you truly believe I have not already attempted that transmission?”

“I don’t know! You said you only trusted him six point seven percent.”

“My range for communication proved insufficient to summon Zenthielutos. The next solution is yours to determine. Captain.”

“All right,” Torian retorted, burying her head in her hands. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it? Freedom to travel anywhere, control of her own ship. Starship Day had been a much-anticipated holiday … and it culminated exactly like Amelia had predicted.

Dead in space.

Fucking fantastic.

Torian scrubbed her face, then turned to the flight deck’s control panel, analyzing the holoscreens. “I can’t do anything until you’ve cooled that engine down. Then we’ll have to see if I can fix us enough, somehow, so we can limp to the nearest station. Which is…” She paused, checking coordinates, doing calculations. “Ugh. Colony 4.”

“You dislike Colony 4?”

Torian snorted. “No one likes Colony 4.” She shored her resolve, tapping her chin. “Okay. I need coffee, or ravla, or something. I need to properly review the engine schematics. And I’m going to need every tool or spare part we can find, just in case I can retrofit anything.”

Moss said, “Curious. After our failed attempt to fix the engine on Vaesa, my scenario subsystem predicted you would spend these hours welding a model starship while we awaited a theoretical rescue. Captain.”

“Gee, thanks.” Torian rolled her shoulders, pushing out of her chair.

Time to get to work.



Of course, she made it exactly as far as creating an absolute mess in the living area before a happy ping sounded throughout the ship. Torian glanced up, perplexed, but Moss intoned, “Your rescue has arrived.”

“Our rescue.”

“I am not the one who needs constant nourishment.”

Torian snorted. “How do you fare without power or light?”

“I am moss, which is the most resilient flora in the galaxy. The answer is: Very well, thank you.”

Torian rolled her eyes and folded the massive blueprints. They were printed on a semblance of paper, but written in nylarian. Since her translator only worked with speech and Moss didn’t appreciate being relegated to “nylarian dictionary,” it was slow going. Torian was more than ready for a break.

Nonessential pieces of the Destitute were strewn about the mossy floor, and Torian hopped over them on her way to the flight deck. “Okay, well, who found us? Is it Zen?”

“It appears to be a human vessel.”

Lingering caution from her time with Amelia’s crew made her pause. Her mind flashed back to Amelia warning about smugglers with no morals, pirates cruising open space, thugs with malicious intent preying on a broken starship. If an enemy starship was big enough to latch on to them and tow them into a cargo bay, they were fucked.

“What’s the ship’s name?”

“They didn’t provide one. Only that they are ‘willing to offer assistance.’ Their ship is too far to manually assess via the exterior camera, but it is fast approaching.” Moss paused. “Good luck, Captain. I hope you don’t die.”

“Thanks,” Torian deadpanned.

As she climbed the stairs onto the flight deck, only the glimmering of distant stars and expansive darkness met her. She slid into the pilot’s seat, craning to look through the window—but nothing. A glance at radar showed the ship was strategically positioning behind the Destitute, away from the cargo bay camera, obfuscating its size and shape.

Not good.

Torian flicked through a couple other screens, hunting for more information. They hadn’t offered an ID number. She could ask for one? Those were much harder to spoof than a ship’s printed name …

Not that she had a databank to track it against. Moss only knew what it had observed from a hundred years on Colony 13. It wouldn’t have a comprehensive list of registered human starships. Even if it did, that wouldn’t tell Torian their reputations.

Rhymarra’s space traffic control and their prissy smuggling databank would have been helpful right about now.

As she deliberated, a light flashed: an awaiting text message from the unknown vessel.

Request: Establish radio contact to coordinate rescue.

It was risky, but Torian didn’t have much choice. She set her jaw and keyed access, tuning the radio to their frequency. Her heart pounded as she said, “This is the … um, the Traitor, hailing from Colony 13. Please identify your ship.”

For a moment, there was silence.

Then, Amelia’s voice came over the radio: “Well, well. How did I know you’d break down in the middle of space, Scrap?”

Amelia.

The apprehension and fear vanished in a breath, replaced with giddy happiness. A stupid smile slid across her face. Thank the Heavens, the stars, and Moss itself—they weren’t fucked after all.

There was literally no one Torian wanted to see more in the entire galaxy.

Amelia’s ship drifted into view, moving with tiny propulsion jets that nudged it into position. Beside the Destitute, it was a behemoth, and Torian had to crane her neck to see the flight deck: the one area of a human-built ship that utilized an actual window.

Amelia was lounging against that window now, holding her radio. She was wearing that faux-leather jacket Torian had gifted her, and looked too suave to handle. Even from here, Torian could see her smirk.

Torian’s brain went blank, just for a moment. She knew Captain Amelia Perrosk was sexy as fuck—but seeing her casually about to attempt rescue made it almost too much to bear. Heat rose along Torian’s neck and cheeks, even as she clawed her tone into some semblance of nonchalance.

“I’m hardly drifting. We’re just … taking a break.”

“Ah.” Amelia’s shoulders shook from laughter. “Then your SOS was just—”

“Trying to make friends. You know.”

This. This was how Torian had fallen for Amelia in the first place. Once they stepped out of “professional colleagues” and into “maybe friends or more,” conversation with Amelia had been so, so easy. Every exchange held weight, every smile hinted at deeper feelings. Torian used to recall their conversations and laugh at how right they all felt.

At least, up until the moment they weren’t.

“Well, since you already know us, I guess we’ll just leave. Wouldn’t want to confuse another potential … friend.” Amelia was still teasing.

Torian pressed the button on the console, attempting to steer this conversation back into safer territory, but then Moss interrupted: “Do not let them leave. We need a tow.”

Because she’d had her finger on the radio, Moss’s words accidentally transmitted. Immediately, Amelia’s body language shifted from casual to alert, and she craned her neck to see better into Torian’s flight deck.

“Who was that? Tell me you didn’t put a crew on that tiny-ass ship.”

Moss had been fine with revealing its existence to the officials on Rhymarra, but for some reason, Torian hesitated here. She told herself it was because Amelia’s crew were smugglers by trade, and now the Destitute was in a vulnerable position. She told herself that if someone overheard and decided to use Moss to profit, even behind Amelia’s back, there’d be little Torian could do to prevent it.

The reality was that Torian suddenly felt like she was going behind Amelia’s back, making friends and moving on—even though Torian hadn’t been able to move on, not in six months, and suddenly she was panicked thinking that Moss might ruin any potential shot she had.

It was so stupid, but Torian still spluttered, “That’s my … uh … ship AI. Came with the vessel.” And then she released the radio’s transmission button.

Just in time, too. Moss said curtly, “I am not an AI. I am life support.”

Torian forced a laugh. “I know, Moss. But it’ll take a bit longer to explain to her what you really are. Can we wait to have that discussion?”

Moss paused. “My data suggests Captain Amelia Perrosk is a past romantic partner.”

That made Torian’s entire body go hot. In a brief, unbidden moment, she remembered the week before the Accident, the blissful time between when they’d kissed and when everything fell apart. The moments where Amelia and Torian would meet in the hallway, and instead of sidestepping, Amelia’s fingers would gently graze Torian’s arm. The moments where Amelia smiled, and it felt like Torian’s whole world was on fire, because that smile was for her and no one else.

Then, the moment where Amelia chose Torian as her personal security, and delegated the more senior security team to guard outside.

The moment it all went to hell.

It was six months ago, and Torian still felt humiliated. She grimaced, wiping away the memory. “I already told you, nothing happened between us.”

Amelia chose that moment to reply: “Okay. We’re close to Colony 4. Can your ship withstand a tow?”

Thank the Heavens Torian’s ship was still on mute, because immediately after, Moss replied, “I analyzed various video evidence, alongside your tone and mannerisms in Amelia’s presence, and confirmed a seventy-three percent likelihood of romance.”

Analyzing video evidence? It must mean the conversation she’d had with Amelia outside the Destitute—shit, that felt like eons ago. Torian winced. “Let’s talk about this later?” She waited to ensure Moss would be silent before pressing the button again. “Yeah, Amelia. We’re fine for a tow; the ship is well-built.”

“Except for the fact that you’re dead in space right now.” Amelia sounded amused.

Moss, meanwhile, replied curtly, “Based on her vital signs, Torian is clearly not dead in space. Frankly, I resent that remark.”

Torian hadn’t pressed the button again, but that transmission went through anyway. Clearly, Moss had used its newfound power over the Destitute to hijack the radio. She glared at the ceiling.

Amelia, meanwhile, snorted. “Deepest apologies.”

“Accepted,” Moss replied.

Through the window of her flight deck, Amelia’s shoulders shook with laughter. She turned away to talk to someone out of sight—probably Opula—and then came back on the radio. “Torian, we’re going to attach in a minute. Trip to Colony 4 should take about two hours. And then, I’d like a debrief on how, exactly, you wound up in this situation.” A pause. “Alone, if possible.”

It probably meant nothing. Torian’s heart skipped anyway.

Moss noticed, because for an organic computer, it was nosy as fuck. “As a reminder, Torian, my last owner left me for a romantic partner. I will not be pleased if you do the same.” Thankfully, that was not over the radio this time.

Torian massaged her forehead. “Dutch didn’t leave you for—ugh. Never mind. I’m not romantically involved with Amelia. She just wants to talk.” Frankly, Torian did too; it had only been a few days, but Torian didn’t feel like the same person she’d been on Amelia’s starship.

It might be nice to show her new side to Amelia.

And, if she was being honest, Torian wanted to know why Amelia had been so certain that Rhymarra wouldn’t spare her a second glance—or a first attempt at those exams.

“Scrap?”

Fuck. Torian fumbled with the button. “Y-yes! All good. We’ll talk on Colony 4.”

“Mhmm.” Now Amelia sounded suspicious, but she said, “See you in a bit.”

Torian cut off the radio. Amelia stepped away from the window, and Torian seized the moment to flee for some semblance of privacy. The living area was still a chaotic mess; if she’d be entertaining Amelia in a few hours, she really needed to put these strewn parts of the Destitute back where they belonged.

“Okay, Moss. What did you mean, ‘various video evidence’?” Torian crossed her arms. “Clarify that for me, please.”

“I am an organic computer. In addition to accessing your physiological state, I was able to access several video files on Colony 13 to analyze. These files were essential to gauging your competency as a pilot and friend.”

Torian tried not to feel offended by that. She failed miserably. “You needed to watch videos of me to know if I was trustworthy?”

“Correct. In human relationships, trust is built over time. I did not have time; I could not risk you taking me to a junkyard or something worse. Therefore, I researched, and was able to ascertain with high statistical likelihood that you were a loyal person and would not abandon me.”

Torian pinched her brow, clenching her eyes shut. She couldn’t really fault Moss for that. It was an invasion of privacy, but on Colony 13, privacy was a privilege. There were cameras everywhere on that space station, which was why Moss watching her through the Destitute’s cameras hadn’t fazed her.

And she supposed Moss watching those videos was better than some mystery official on Colony 13.

“How much of my life did you see?” she asked.

“I will send my entire archive of videos to your holopad, if that is something you wish.” Moss paused. “I did not mean to intrude. I felt I had no other choice. And … I am sorry.”

Well. Torian hadn’t heard those words from Moss before, so that actually felt like a win. She offered a wry smile at the cameras. “It’s okay. I appreciate you telling me. Maybe just don’t go peeking into my life from now on.”

“This is an agreeable request. Moving forward, I will ask you for insight instead of seeking answers in video archives.” Moss paused. “What is ‘scrap’?”

There was no way Torian could explain how a condescending job title had somehow become a fond nickname between two women who definitely weren’t dating. “Please, Moss. You’re killing me.”

“Incorrect. I keep you breathing.”

“Killing me emotionally.”

“Ah.” Moss considered that, then said, “I will restrain from future distressing commentary.”

“Thank you.”

“In other concerns, my records show that forced proximity often leads to romantic partnership. However, despite our proximity, I am not interested in romance. Please confirm.”

Torian buried her head in her hands.

It was going to be a long day.
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Colony 13 was a rough station, filled with people looking for quick money by any means necessary. But it was also dominated—albeit quietly—by the Fleet, one of the biggest smuggling cartels in the system. Most folks obeyed the Fleet’s rules, or at least respected that some lines couldn’t be crossed without serious consequences.

Colony 4 was not Fleet territory.

Colony 4 was a holiday-infested free-for-all.

They pulled into a private, extra-large hangar near the base of the station, on one of Colony 4’s lowest spinning rings—and Amelia said over the radio: “Ah, a welcoming committee. Surprised they could take the time from whatever holiday they’re celebrating today. Don’t leave your ship yet, Torian.”

That was her serious tone.

Torian frowned. “I can handle myself. You originally hired me as security, you know.”

Amelia sounded a touch exasperated. “After last time? No chance. Stay put, Scrap.”

She cut off the radio.

The hangar Amelia had paid for was big enough to dock both ships side by side, but with the Destitute unable to maneuver, bots were towing her the rest of the way. They flitted around the alien vessel, attaching hoverpads and gently pushing it beside Amelia’s.

Through one of the side windows in the flight deck, Torian got a clean view of this “welcoming committee.” It was only four people, but their expressions definitely looked hostile, and two had weapon holsters. The group’s leader appeared to be a stiff woman with muscles like solid steel.

Sweat prickled Torian’s neck, but even though every instinct was telling her to get out there and be security, she wasn’t in that career path anymore. Amelia had demoted her—because Torian had gotten shot the last time she’d tried that.

“You are registering signs of stress,” Moss said.

“Look at them. Of course I’m stressed,” Torian replied tightly. “I should be out there.”

“Amelia told you not to leave. After running various scenarios gauging your personality and combat ability, I can confirm that your not-romantic partner has sound advice.”

Torian grimaced. “Gee, thanks.” She watched as Amelia’s starship opened, as Amelia disembarked down the ramp of her own ship, followed by Opula and two others on her security team. Amelia typically had four or five security officers at any given time, and based on Fleet protocol, the odds were slim that the rest of them weren’t poised just inside the ship, ready to attack if Amelia was threatened.

Amelia had this under control.

(Knowing that didn’t make Torian feel better.)

“Can you turn on the exterior microphone?” Torian whispered, as if these hostile newcomers could hear her through the Destitute’s hull. Although maybe it wasn’t so stupid, because the second she uttered it, one looked her way. Torian ducked out of sight, crouching beside the flight deck’s single chair, her heart pounding.

“Yes,” Moss replied. Then it added, almost slyly, “If you are concerned with your privacy again, rest assured that I dimmed our plenaria windows when we arrived.”

“Plenaria?” Torian breathed, pushing cautiously to her feet.

Moss sounded exasperated now. “Yes. Glass and other composites are poor visual aids in space. Plenaria has the same transparent qualities, but with the durability of steel. It is code for building requirements in both nylarian culture and the Confederation of Spacefaring Species. Plenaria can also act as your human two-way glass, but with far more efficiency.”

Torian waved, but none of the people outside looked at her. “So, they can’t see me?”

“That is what I just said.”

Without further ado, Moss turned on the exterior microphone, catching the tail end of Amelia’s statement to the group. “—here for anything profitable, trust me. We picked up a stray in space; couldn’t leave them stranded.”

Torian leaned closer to the windows, squinting at these people. Trying to ascertain if she should go outside, just to provide backup. But she was not good at security, so the backup she’d provide would probably suck ass. Torian stayed put, grudgingly.

“Always honorable, you Fleeters,” the lead woman drawled, crossing beefy arms. “At least when folks are looking.”

“We’re plenty dishonorable when they aren’t, it’s true. Not that you folks in the Luminas can boast more.” Amelia offered a charming smile, but to Torian, it seemed more like a predator’s grin.

The Luminas were one of two other smuggling cartels. If the Fleet operated with old-world honor swathed in crime, the Luminas were their high-tech cousin with shadier morals. If she looked closely, Torian could see the holographic visor over one thug’s eyes, the laser gun strapped to another’s hip.

The Luminas had an uneasy truce with the Fleet, maintained only through careful boundaries about jobs. Facing Amelia like this on Colony 4—which was neutral territory—was bold.

Or stupid.

Or both.

“All right, Fleeter.” The Luminas woman inclined her head at Torian’s ship. “Time to explain why a Fleet vessel towed an unregistered starship into our hangar. Better yet, give us a cut of the profits for this job, and we’ll go about our merry way.”

Amelia laughed, but one hand rested on her gun. “There’s no profits. We found a drifter in space, and because we’re ever so kind and thoughtful, we towed them here.”

“Ratshit. We know who you are, and you don’t do nothin’ for free,” Goon 1, a mustached man standing behind the Luminas leader, snapped. “Fucking Princess of the—”

He fell silent with one scathing look from the leader.

Amelia’s predatory smile grew. “I love when my reputation precedes me. It means we can cut the chatter and get right to the point.” She tugged a pistol out of her own holster. It was big and intimidating, and Torian doubted it was loaded with jelly bullets. “Let’s make sure your story is straight. We’re on Colony 4, and a Luminas crew is claiming to own this hangar. Is that about right?”

“Torian,” Moss said.

Torian jumped, startled. She’d almost forgotten Moss was here, that she was sitting in her own starship while a potential war started on the nearby dock. “Not now, Moss,” she hissed.

The Luminas leader’s jaw clenched.

It was enough of a tell. Amelia tilted her head, raising her eyebrows. “And here I thought we’d agreed that Colony 4 was off-limits.”

“It was. Until you docked in our hangar.”

At Amelia’s side, Opula tensed, narrowing her eyes.

Amelia, meanwhile, smiled prettily. “I see. Look at my starship. How many crewmembers do you think I have?”

“Torian,” Moss said again.

She grimaced, spinning away from the window. “What, Moss?” What was more important than the events unfolding outside her ship?

“There is another human attempting to cut through the hull of our vessel,” Moss said simply. “Just so you’re aware.” To emphasize, a recorded image of the Destitute’s exterior appeared, with a shady figure crouching by their starship, activating a welding torch. It should be loud, but they’d also appeared to bring some kind of noise dampener. Between that and the rumble of Amelia’s starship, the noise seemed imperceptible.

Someone was trying to break into her new ship.

Torian scowled. All right. If Amelia wanted to tackle a hostile situation without Torian, that was her prerogative. But Moss? The Destitute? Those were Torian’s to protect, and fuck anyone who thought they could act otherwise.

In an instant, Torian had left the flight deck. She paused to check for weapons. Zen had destroyed her gun, but there were knives in the kitchenette that might do in a pinch. She slid one into her boot, ensuring it was accessible, and strode for the cargo bay.

“You are leaving? Why don’t you simply alert Amelia and her security humans?” Moss said over the intercom.

Torian jogged down the stairs to the cargo bay. “Amelia is in a standoff right now. If we interrupt, someone could start shooting. People might die.” She set her jaw. “I have to handle this alone, discreetly.” She approached the holopanel to the cargo bay doors. It was dark, and tapping the screen did nothing. Torian scowled. “Moss. Unlock the doors.”

“I’m running scenarios.” Moss paused. A long pause, considering what was happening outside. “Confirmed. They are not favorable for you. As your life support system, I will inform you that approaching a hostile human with a blowtorch is not supportive of life.”

For the love of the Heavens. “You’re trapping me on this ship, Moss. I promised I’d always return to the Destitute … but if you keep this door locked, I won’t want to come back. Run a scenario to verify that.”

Silence.

Then, the holopanel illuminated, offering her the option to open the cargo bay doors.

“Be careful, Torian,” Moss said grudgingly.

“I will,” Torian replied, and discreetly opened the cargo bay doors enough to slip outside.

The cargo bay doors were angled away from Amelia’s standoff, and Torian didn’t hear shooting, so she assumed it was still in the “let’s talk this out” phase. Hidden by her ship, Torian crept along the side of the Destitute, pulling out the knife. She didn’t use a knife often—really more of a last resort—but she had enough training with it that it felt comfortable in her hand.

Her heart pounded. This was really stupid. But hell if some smuggling asshole was going to break into her ship and realize what, exactly, lay inside. She couldn’t trust Moss to keep quiet when it counted. And any decent smuggler would realize what Moss was worth.

Fuck this guy.

The Luminas infiltrator had his back to her approach, attempting to carve into the hull. The noise dampener around him made a high-pitched screeching that was nearly inaudible until she got close. She hated some of the technology the Luminas cartel used.

Instead of saying hello, giving up her surprise advantage for a peaceful option, Torian lunged.

Of course, she didn’t actually want to kill anyone—and the moment her blade got close to burying into the man’s back, she pulled up at the last second, slicing his arm instead. The blowtorch clattered to the ground, turning off instantly, but her battle was far from over.

“What the fuck,” the man snarled, spinning on her. He was a lot bigger standing up, and she backed up a few paces, giving herself space.

Stupid. Amelia told her to always go for a debilitating shot.

“You or them, Scrap.”

Well, too late now.

“Get the hell away from my ship,” Torian said, but her voice trembled.

The man plucked a gun from the small of his back, flicking off the safety. It wasn’t a laser weapon, which was a blessing—but Torian would bet money that it wasn’t loaded with jelly bullets. He cast a glance at his bleeding arm and snarled, “You’re dead, girl.”

“Unacceptable,” Moss said from the intercom, and a new screech echoed over the speakers. If Torian thought the sound-dampening device was annoying, this was downright painful. It rang at a frequency that nearly drew her to her knees, and it definitely incapacitated the man. Gasping through the pain, she raised her knife to try again—

And Amelia rounded the corner and fired a single shot into the man’s kneecap. Within a breath, she’d kicked the wound, driving the man to the ground, and tossed his gun to Torian. Torian fumbled, catching it in a move that impressed even her. Amelia pressed her gun to the man’s head, even as the earsplitting noise cut off abruptly.

In the ringing silence, Amelia snapped, “I told you to wait in your ship.”

“I—he was—”

Amelia seemed to realize that Torian was flustered, but there was no way that conversation was over. Still, she pivoted, kicking the blowtorch out of the man’s reach, even as he sobbed in pain under her gun. “Are you hurt?” she asked.

“Fuckin’ course I am,” the man whimpered.

“Not you.” Amelia glanced at Torian, her gaze softening. “Tor. You hurt?”

Torian shoved the knife back into her boot. “No. No, I’m fine.” She stepped past Amelia, her whole body trembling, to examine the damage to the Destitute’s hull. It was scuff marks at best—the nylarians clearly used an ultra-strong alloy for their starships, and the man hadn’t had time to do any damage.

“Captain,” Opula said, rounding the corner. She had a cut along her cheek, but otherwise appeared fine. Her eyes locked on Torian briefly, and then she moved on. “Situation under control. Do you know what that sound was?”

“It was my ship,” Torian said, before Moss could make itself known. “Security feature.”

Opula seemed unimpressed, casting a scathing look at the Destitute. “Hmm. Captain, what are your orders?”

“Secure the hangar. Call the authorities and tell them we were attacked.”

Opula quirked an eyebrow. “The authorities?”

“I’m not going to be responsible for breaking the truce and starting a war,” Amelia growled. “Let the Luminas have their people back, with a warning that we’ll kill them all if they attack a Fleet ship again.” At that, she shoved her gun roughly into the back of the blubbering man, who nodded vigorously.

“We won’t. We won’t,” he whined.

Business as usual.

Opula frowned, but dutifully hauled the man back to his friends. Despite his size, she muscled him around like he weighed nothing, shoving him as he hopped on his one good leg. Torian almost felt bad for him.

Almost.

The moment they were alone, Amelia rounded on Torian again.

Here we go.
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“Here’s a tip, Scrap. Next time I tell you to stay in the ship, listen to me.” Amelia’s tone was as hard as her gaze.

Torian felt it was undeserved. “I wasn’t intervening with you. Someone was cutting through my ship.”

“We can patch a ship. We can’t bring someone back from the dead.” Amelia’s voice was rough, tightly furious. “This kind of shit is why I demoted you in the first place. Where in the hell are your survival instincts?”

Torian crossed her arms, her mood rapidly degrading. “Look. I told you I was terrible security.”

“You didn’t have to tell me, Scrap.”

Torian scowled. “Rude.”

Amelia seemed to realize things were escalating, and not in a good way. This kind of conversation had been simmering for a while, and Torian wasn’t surprised it was finally coming to a head.

But apparently Amelia, yet again, wasn’t ready to talk about things. Instead, she drew a short breath, closed her eyes for a moment, and said, “Come on. We need to find a mechanic.”

The fact that she was angry made Torian feel a bit irritated. Torian had listened to Amelia’s initial request. She’d stayed on the ship until she couldn’t anymore. It felt unfair to punish her for something that escalated out of hand.

But Amelia was already walking away.

Of course she was.

Torian jogged to catch up to Amelia. This wasn’t how she wanted their reunion to go, but she couldn’t help but continue this argument. “You’re mad, and I don’t think that’s fair. He was attacking my ship; I had to do something.”

“You know what isn’t fair, Scrap? Pacing outside a med bay praying that my newest security officer isn’t dying inside.”

It slipped out, clearly, because Amelia pressed her lips shut and scoffed, picking up the pace to avoid meeting Torian’s gaze. They were heading for the hangar’s exit, an innocuous door marked as such, but once they left this oasis, Colony 4’s unique festivities would ensure they didn’t get to chat again for a while.

Not about anything important.

So, Torian leapt in front of Amelia, physically blocking her. “Can we talk about what happened?”

“There’s nothing to say. I thought you were experienced enough. You clearly weren’t. I refuse to make the same mistake twice.” Amelia’s voice was hard, but she averted her gaze, her jaw clenched.

“He was going to shoot you.”

“And then he shot you instead.”

That hung between them, and they glared at each other. As always, Amelia’s anger was ice-cold, that mottled meteorite that would freeze Torian to touch. Torian’s started hot, but melted into misery the longer Amelia stared.

“I was doing my job,” Torian muttered.

Amelia massaged her brow. “Yeah, well. Your job scared the shit out of me.” That last sentence was barely audible, and Amelia shoved past her, stalking for the exit. Torian trailed behind this time, bracing for the public avenues of Colony 4.

There was a reason everyone hated this space station. A while ago, they’d realized that holidays were a break from actual work—and began implementing a multitude of them accordingly. Every day was something new, and the result was that most days were spent partying while the station fell into more and more disrepair.

When they exited the private hangar, they entered a holiday wonderland. Banners hung, rigged with electronic letters in several languages. Streamers littered the floor, food wrappers carelessly discarded. Drones attempted to clean, but it was difficult when folks kept buying food, cheering whenever someone hugged someone else, pulling the drones close to nuzzle them.

“What is it today?” Amelia grumbled.

Torian pointed to an electronic sign that read: Happy Snuggling Day! Enjoy the celebration!

“Snuggling Day. I think.”

Except Snuggling Day was flickering, cycling between a dozen holidays: Knitting Day, Keeves Aid Day, Quiet Day, Starry Sky Day, Space Appreciation Day—

Torian yanked her gaze away, feeling dizzy. This place was an introvert’s nightmare.

“If anyone tries to hug me, I’m going to shoot them,” Amelia said, and she didn’t sound like she was joking. Her murderous expression appeared to work, though, and most of the citizens here kept their distance as Amelia and Torian picked their way around trash and food stands.

“So. Other than getting stranded in space, what—ah, what have you been doing?” Amelia asked, once they delved into a quieter hallway.

Torian scrambled for something. Rhymarra was a failure, so she pivoted into the success: “Well, I met a few aliens. A draic, a tou’siil. And a nylarian! You’ve never heard of them, because the rest of his kind left the system a thousand years ago. But it’s been incredible, Ames.”

That nickname hadn’t slipped out in a while. Amelia’s lips downturned.

A step too far, clearly.

Embarrassment prickled her skin. Torian drew a quick breath and plowed ahead. “I also found a space station in the Kialoa Nebula. It’s orbiting a new—well, old, but new to us—terraformed planet. The nylarians used to live there—”

“Is there something leaching into your air supply?” Amelia drawled.

That reminded Torian, vividly, of Celise, who did have something leaching into her air supply, killing her slowly. There was a reason Torian had been gallivanting around space, a reason she’d left Amelia behind to pursue something else.

Amelia didn’t care about her escapades with aliens and undiscovered terraformed planets. Amelia barely cared about anything off her ship—and Torian wasn’t a crewmember anymore.

She was barely a friend.

Torian stopped walking, and Amelia got a few steps ahead before realizing she was alone now. She paused, glancing over her shoulder. Torian knew her expression must be stormy, framed with frustration, but she couldn’t find the energy to hide it.

Amelia’s brows furrowed, and she backtracked. “Sorry, Torian. That was uncalled-for. How … um, how is Celise doing?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Torian replied stiffly. “I can’t contact her.”

Even in this offshoot hallway, the Snuggling Day festivities were thriving. A loud group broke out into roaring cheers as a man dipped another man into a deep bow, nuzzling his nose into the crook of the other man’s neck. A drone zipped overhead, urging citizens to “throw trash in designated canisters.” Said canisters were overflowing, but the drone didn’t seem concerned about that.

Amelia hesitated, filling the silence. “Did you reach Rhymarra before your ship’s engine broke, at least?”

Shame filtered into Torian’s chest, constricting until it felt hard to breathe. That was the conversation Torian didn’t want to have—the one about her abject failure, about how Amelia was right, because of course she was, she was Captain Amelia Perrosk, and Torian was just a naïve colony engineer who was also, apparently, too old.

Torian inhaled shakily and started walking again.

“Hey. You okay?” Amelia reached for Torian’s arm, but pulled back just before contact was made.

Torian turned her gaze away from the festivities, wishing they were anywhere else. “I landed on Rhymarra. I asked to test.”

“Did they help?” Amelia seemed like she was fighting to keep her voice level, to keep her tone firmly in curiosity, not derision.

Torian shook her head.

And the curiosity shattered.

“Of fucking course they didn’t.” Amelia laughed loudly, anger tinging her voice again. “Assholes. Why am I not surprised?”

It made Torian feel small and stupid for having hope. She shoved her hands in her pockets. “You were right, okay? Rhymarrans don’t care about us station folk, and I’m the idiot for thinking they might. Why are you still here, Amelia?”

“That’s not—” Amelia cut herself off, growling a bit. “You’re not wrong for having hope. I just … I tried to warn you.”

I told you so. It instantly soured Torian’s remaining goodwill, left her feeling bitter for even thinking this interaction with Amelia would end positively. Her words were tight. “Consider me warned. Now, you dropped me off at a space station. Your good deed is complete. I can handle this alone.”

Amelia’s expression faltered, and at that moment, a person pushing a hover-cart filled with bright red boxes separated them. The cart salesman asked, “Sparklers? Station-safe for Milk Day!”

“It’s Snuggling Day,” Torian said.

The salesman cursed, checked a calendar taped to his cart, and forced a hasty smile. “Ah, yes! Snuggling Day! Care for a hug? And a sparkler?”

“No, thanks,” Amelia said.

Her refusal spurred Torian into wanting a sparkler. Might as well find some joy out of today. She fished into her pocket and pulled out a tin bar, one of the cheapest forms of currency. “What does a tin buy me?”

“Your greatest desires!” The salesman snatched it up and handed her exactly one sparkler. It had an automatic lighting mechanism, and Torian started walking again as she flicked the switch. The sparkler flared to life, glowing purple, blue, green at the end of the stick.

Amelia followed, subtly directing Torian into an even smaller alleyway. “Was that necessary?”

“Not for Captain Perrosk, the stealer of fun.” Torian’s tone was rough. “But I’ve had a bad day. Seriously, Amelia. You can leave.”

“Do you even know where we’re going?”

“A mechanic, I presume.”

“Not just any mechanic. A fucking prodigy.” Between the narrow walls of the alley, the festivities faded away, and finally it felt like they were alone. The sparkler illuminated the dark space, and Amelia’s blue eyes shone. “I know you hate me. Just let me get you flying again. Then I’ll go my way, and you’ll go yours. All right?”

The way she phrased that made Torian feel icky, unsettled. “I don’t hate you. I just … want to stop feeling inadequate around you.”

The color drained from Amelia’s face. At the same moment, the sparkler died, its light fizzling. Torian dropped it into another nearly full trash bin, then shoved her hands in her pockets.

Amelia clearly didn’t know what to say. They walked for several more minutes, the tension between them increasing with every step, before Amelia stopped at a simple metal door. Two raps, a pause, then five more. She wouldn’t meet Torian’s gaze while they waited.

Torian didn’t blame her.

She thought it’d be nice to see Amelia again, but this … this was exactly what she remembered. Six months of pining that caused Torian to read volumes into every interaction, followed by a kiss, a disaster, a demotion, and another six months of forced professionalism. All of it capped with one final, failed goodbye.

And now this. She shouldn’t have expected anything different.

A click echoed, and Amelia didn’t wait for permission to push open the door. “Lyric doesn’t love visitors,” she said, “but they’re the best mechanic in the solar system. Trust me.”

Torian nodded distantly, gaping at the paradise beyond the hallway. What she’d thought was a small apartment was actually a two-story workspace, with expensive engine parts littering every bare surface. But what was better were the plants that hung from every corner: leafy ivy and stiff snake plants and potted trees and even a couple ferns.

It was a veritable utopia. Moss would love it.

“This is amazing,” Torian breathed.

A person slid out from underneath a large maintenance bot, pushing to their feet. Considering this person, Lyric, “didn’t love visitors,” Torian had assumed they’d be hostile—and that was wholly untrue, apparently.

Lyric didn’t seem to have an aggressive bone in their body. They averted their gaze, cautiously curious as they snuck a glance at Torian. When they saw her looking, they wrung their gloved hands together, forcing a twitchy smile, and stared pointedly at the ground. “Um … h-hello.”

Their skin was a deep mahogany interrupted by symmetrical white spots. It was clearly a pigmentation disruption—Celise had studied this in medical school. What was it called? Vitiligo, Torian recalled.

She hoped that wasn’t why Lyric felt awkward.

To make them more comfortable, Torian said, “Hello! I’m Torian.” Then she pivoted into her burning question: “Did you grow all of these yourself?”

This place looked like something on Rhymarra … or on her own starship, designed by Moss. To grow all these plants in space … this mechanic must be a wizard. Torian approached a calathea, stroking its soft leaves.

Lyric blinked. “Ah, yes.”

“Lyric is also a botanist,” Amelia said slyly. “I figured that might be helpful, considering all the moss on your ship. Maybe they can solve two problems at once.”

“The moss on my ship isn’t a problem,” Torian retorted, offended.

But Lyric had perked up. “There’s moss on—on your ship?” Half of their statement was mumbled as both Amelia and Torian glanced their way. They sank into themself. “Um, can I help?”

“My ship’s exhaust pump broke. We thought we’d fixed it, but … well, apparently the parts were pretty old.” Torian grimaced. “I’m really hoping you have something better.”

Lyric nodded, glancing at Amelia for confirmation.

She smiled. “It’s okay. Torian is a very close friend. I’ll vouch for her.”

A very close friend?

That appeared to be all Lyric needed. They wiped their palms on their pant legs, which were smeared in grease from the maintenance bot. “I can … um … I can be there in an hour?”

“We’ll transmit the hangar information,” Amelia said. “Be careful approaching; we had a run-in with a Luminas crowd earlier, but I think it’s fine now.”

Lyric was clearly no stranger to that kind of situation, because they nodded.

She turned to leave.

This was too fast; Torian was still in awe at the plant wonderland around them. She lingered in the doorway. “Hang on. How did you grow a fern on a space station? The lack of humidity did mine in.”

Rest in peace, Palm, she thought.

Lyric had already edged back to the bot, but they glanced at the floor by Torian. “Humidifier. Custom built.”

“I tried that. Yours must be amazing.” Torian tried to squint at the machine beside their ferns, but couldn’t get a good look. And it felt rude to pry, especially with Amelia obviously pulling her out the door. Torian offered a smile. “Well, maybe you can show me how you constructed it.”

Lyric tilted their head. “Um. Yeah.”

With little else to say, Torian waved and left.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 17:14/Januous 14, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 4 [human]

The humans were staring.

This was appropriate—the Destitute was magnificent, so it should be admired by humans and every other species in the galaxy. But after over a century in a dark hangar, it was a bit unnerving to see the crowd gathering in front of the ship.

I was unsure if I was supposed to stay hidden, remain a secret, or reveal myself. These were smuggling humans, which meant their trustworthiness was low—but they were also captained by Torian’s not-romantic partner, so perhaps they were safe. The hostile humans had already been removed by this station’s example of law enforcement. The remainders must have loyalty to their old crewmember.

Possibly.

I stayed silent, gathering more data. Outside my ship, one smuggling human elbowed another. “What do you think, Bartlet? Piece of shit, isn’t it?”

“It’s worth more than you are,” the smuggling human, Bartlet, responded.

[I’d already released spores into this hangar, but bypassed anything from Colony 4 in favor of attempting access to Amelia’s ship. So far, my moss colony hadn’t grown enough to bypass major security features, but I had obtained a roster of the crew. I reviewed Bartlet’s file: cook, fifteen years of service—first with Opula, the current quartermaster, then with Amelia. Extensive parts of their file were redacted.]

The person Bartlet was speaking with was named Lent, classified as an engineer human. “Fuck you, too. I’m just saying, she could have found a nicer ship.”

Bartlet did not appear moved. “Don’t twist your jealousy into criticism. Torian saved her money to pursue her goals. It isn’t her fault that you squandered your pay on booze and nighttime company.”

Lent’s expression shifted into annoyed. He raised a hand, then lowered it and stomped off without a word.

[I decided I liked Bartlet.]

At that moment, Torian and Amelia returned. Based on their expressions and body language, Torian was feeling frustrated. I could not identify Amelia’s emotional state without more data. The smuggler humans in front of my ship left, milling around the dock as if they had not just been staring. Bartlet alone nodded at Torian. She smiled back, but neither of them spoke.

Amelia went into her own starship. Bartlet followed.

Torian boarded the Destitute. I briefly considered playing a practical joke where I didn’t open the doors again—but my humor module was developing, and it said that joke would only have an 8 percent success rate, which didn’t seem worthwhile.

Once Torian was aboard, she said, “I’m back.”

That was obvious. I replied, “Did you find a mechanic?”

“Yeah. Their name is Lyric, and they’re apparently also a botanist.” Whatever frustration Torian felt beforehand apparently vanished when she spoke about the mechanic botanist, Lyric. I marked that for context. All data on Lyric would be useful if they were working on our engine.

“Humans should stop pretending like they can have more than one specialty,” I said. “A botanist mechanic human is almost as ridiculous as a smuggler pilot engineer human.”

Torian scrubbed her face with two hands. “Heavens, this is a long day.”

“It is exactly as long as every other day.”

I thought that was funny, but Torian just tossed up her hands and walked into the living area and began cleaning. With little else to do, I returned my attention to the exterior cameras and watched for the botanist mechanic human called Lyric.

They arrived exactly forty-seven minutes later. Like other humans, this one had a bipedal shape, a number of limbs, and features. They also carried a toolbox, which was a decent indicator of a mechanic.

[How decent they were at being a mechanic remained to be seen.]

They approached the cargo ramp and knocked. The gesture registered as hesitant in my analysis, which was appropriate. All organics should be hesitant when boarding my ship, especially now that I had complete control of it.

Auto-Navigation: Fly? Fly??

[Well, almost complete control.]

I opened the cargo doors, revealing the starship’s interior. This was apparently a mistake, considering Lyric had noticed my moss colony. Their expression flagged as awe, which was appropriate. After all, I was predominantly acrocarpous bryophytes, but utilized pleurocarpous moss along the floors. After Dutch built my central system, I was able to connect with other types of moss, and thus my colony was beautifully diverse.

Of course, basking in Lyric’s attention quickly grew boring. When this exchange encroached on three minutes, I took matters into my own rhizoids and said, “Enter,” over the loudspeakers.

It was meant to sound welcoming, but the human flinched, and their body temperature spiked. Sweat beaded on their brow, and they didn’t step inside the ship. “Who—um, who’s there?” the human said.

[I was starting to wonder if this was the reason Dutch wouldn’t let me speak to anyone. Humans were simpleminded and clearly couldn’t handle omnipotent presences.]

Conveniently, my statement had summoned Torian, who appeared at the top of the staircase. “In here, Lyric! Welcome aboard the Destitute.”

Lyric still didn’t move. “There’s … really moss.”

Torian smiled. “Gorgeous, isn’t it? Feels like your workshop.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this.” The mechanic botanist human stepped into the ship, but they only managed two steps before kneeling beside a crate that my moss had overtaken. Torian had been trying to relocate that particular section of my colony, but it was a delicate process. At some point, she decided cleaning the crates—with my input—wasn’t worth the trouble. [At least, that’s what I presumed after she said, “You know what? Never mind,” and left the area.]

Staring at my moss colony, Lyric reached out to touch me.

“Ah—” Torian skipped down the stairs. “It doesn’t like to be touched.”

Lyric withdrew immediately. “W-what doesn’t?”

“Moss. The moss.” She gestured at me.

“Your footsteps are fine, but humans are always touching my leaves. I do not like that,” I intoned over the intercom. My systems labeled Lyric with CAUTION, since they were staring at me with intensity and my records indicated human intensity usually translated into curiosity, and then outright audacity.

But Lyric stood again, and now they seemed to be trying hard not to look at me, which was a curious interpretation of my statement. “Sorry. I’ll fix the engine.”

Their intensity was gone. I ran their body language and tone of voice through all of my analyzers. The results were frustratingly inconclusive. Lyric wasn’t acting like any other human who entered my ship.

That piqued my interest. I began cataloguing everything they did and said as they followed Torian to the engine room.

Torian gave a briefing, and Lyric listened. They wouldn’t meet Torian’s gaze, and her tone had dropped from its normal candor to something soft and quiet. Clearly, she was attempting to make Lyric comfortable—and clearly, it wasn’t working. The botanist mechanic human had tense muscles the entire conversation.

Eventually, Torian pointed Lyric toward the engine hatch. “Do you want help? I’d be happy to—”

“No!” Lyric said loudly.

Torian stopped talking.

Lyric’s face registered warmer than average. They ducked their head. “I like working alone. If—if that’s okay.”

“Okay.” Torian smiled.

Lyric went into the engine room. I followed, because the concept of “alone” was silly. Once the engine hatch had closed and Lyric had safely descended the ladder, I asked, “Why do you prefer to work alone? Most humans crave companionship. I’m told it’s essential for their well-being.”

For seven seconds, Lyric silently unpacked the toolbox they’d been carrying.

It felt awkward. I asked, “Is this awkward?”

Lyric startled, then laughed. “Usually I’m awkward.” They studied my central system. “You’re an organic intelligence that uses gametophytic input to control life support systems.”

Yes. Finally, a human that didn’t need it explained. “Correct. The humans keep calling me ‘artificial intelligence.’ That definition implies I was created, not grown. While I do supervise several artificial systems, my original form is the Verdaanian equivalent of a Ptilium crista-castrensis moss colony. To support more variety of life, I have incorporated several other variants of moss to my colony, and have operated as a successful, contained life support system for several millennia.”

“Incredible,” Lyric said.

[I decided I liked humans. They were very willing to praise me.]

Lyric rubbed the back of their neck. “I’m nothing that special. I just usually work alone because humans … stare.”

“They do stare. Why is staring their preferred communication method?”

“I don’t know,” Lyric said, grimacing. They hesitated for thirty-two seconds, then added, “I feel like for me, at least, it’s because of my skin.”

It took me several seconds to process what that meant. This human had variations of coloring on their skin. Apparently, that was unique.

[Which felt very ironic, since every human had some kind of skin variation. I did not see why Lyric should be stared at more for theirs.]

“Your skin means nothing to me,” I said, which was true.

Lyric smiled. If I had a mouth, I’d have smiled back. Instead, the leaves illuminated by my central system perked up, and I slightly increased the brightness and color temperature of the engine room lighting to align with most human preferences.

Lyric said, “Maybe you and I can be friends.”

[I think I’d like that.]






CHAPTER 19
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The hangar dimmed on a timer, casting the entire space in low light to simulate nighttime. Torian watched it through the flight deck window. A couple members of Amelia’s security team were still guarding the hangar’s exit, but no one had entered in hours. As night progressed, the hangar stayed quiet and mostly empty.

Which meant it was obvious the second Amelia left her ship.

Torian had been absently arranging new scrap pieces onto her ongoing model of the Destitute. Now, she almost dropped the handheld welder, eyes widening as Amelia paused outside Torian’s ship.

Amelia was still wearing that faux-leather jacket that hugged her in all the right ways. This time, to counter the station’s chill, she’d added a white scarf. It made her look cozy and, frankly, adorable. She buried her chin in the scarf, meeting Torian’s gaze through the window.

Torian wasn’t sure if she should talk to Amelia again, after how things had ended earlier that day. She also couldn’t deny the magnetic pull toward the woman outside.

If Amelia was willing to talk, Torian would oblige. Maybe they could fix things.

“I’m stepping out, Moss. Is Lyric okay down there?”

Moss’s response was immediate. “Lyric has affirmed that I am a delightful conversationalist.”

Torian took that as a yes. She laughed. “Keep me updated. I’ll be back in a bit.”

“I cannot keep you updated if you leave my range.”

Right. “Then hold down the fort. I shouldn’t be long.”

“This starship is not a fort.”

Torian rolled her eyes and jogged to the living area to tug on her boots. Since it was apparently cold enough for a scarf, Torian retrieved her favorite sweater: a thick knitted piece that used to be her mother’s. Torian slid into it, breathing deeply. Her mother’s scent—which had a subtle sweetness mingling with grease from her repair job—still lingered in the synthetic yarn, which was always a comfort.

Nothing better than a hand-knitted sweater, her mother had told Torian once, as she cuddled beside Celise in bed. It’s important to have crafts that can quiet your mind.

Torian had equated that to attempting to raise plants, failing miserably, and then switching to model starship sculptures. Celise, meanwhile, had learned to crochet, although it fell to the wayside when she started medical school.

Still, Celise had been nice enough to let Torian keep their mother’s sweater when she died. Torian hugged it to herself now, then drew a fortifying breath and stepped off the ship.

Amelia was still standing on the dock, shifting her weight, and her eyes roamed over the burgundy sweater. A series of emotions flickered over her face, so quickly Torian almost missed them: warmth, regret, a bitterness that melted into something more fond.

“You look cozy,” Amelia remarked. “Rhymarrans wear sweaters like that. Lots of sheep and alpaca there for yarn.”

“Well, this is synthetic, because I’m not from Rhymarra.”

And I never will be, apparently.

Amelia opened her mouth, then closed it. She flicked two fingers. “Can I show you something?”

Torian tilted her head, glanced back at the Destitute. But Moss hadn’t interrupted her since Lyric arrived, so clearly, they’d be fine together. Amelia’s crew was still protecting the hangar as a whole. Her ship would be safe.

She nodded. “Sure.”

They left the hangar. Amelia walked with purpose through Colony 4’s lowest ring. The Snuggling Day crowds had died down, and already the banners had flicked to the next holiday: Cockroach Killing Day. Torian hoped they’d be long gone before those festivities kicked off.

As they walked, Amelia said out of the blue: “This is where Rhymarra shipped me after my citizenship exams.”

Torian nearly tripped over her own feet, her mind blanking. “What?”

“You heard me.” Amelia kept her gaze straight ahead.

“You’re Rhymarran?”

“I was. Once.” Now Amelia offered a pained smile, tugging at the sleeve of Torian’s oversized sweater. “I never thought about synthetic fibers. Or the realities of living in space. I just assumed everyone had flowy skirts and fresh produce and enough money to obtain a decent standard of living.”

Torian was still trying to right her own brain. Never once had she heard a rumor that Amelia was anything less than a proud spacer—and a strong member of the Fleet. Her accent was indistinguishable from station lifers’. Her cutthroat attitude was exactly what station folk needed growing up.

“I can’t believe that. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Amelia shrugged. “I don’t tell many people.” They walked in silence for a bit, turning down an empty, narrow corridor. Unlike the alley to Lyric’s place, here the ceiling lowered and the walls closed in. At the opposite end of the corridor was a door, and Amelia seemed intent on leading them there. “I wanted to clarify, I guess. That comment I made earlier, about Rhymarra’s university refusing to help you and Celise.”

Guilt slid through Torian’s veins. She cleared her throat. “I overreacted, I think.”

“No, that reaction was exactly right. I’m sorry for what I said. And how I said it.” Amelia shoved her hands into her jacket’s pockets, avoiding Torian’s gaze.

“You did warn me,” Torian replied. “Over and over, the entire time I was on your ship, you told me Rhymarra wouldn’t solve my problems.”

Amelia laughed sadly. “Yes. But I should have told you why I knew they wouldn’t help. I was just … embarrassed. Things didn’t end amicably between me and Rhymarra—and I thought if I was loud enough or waited long enough to deter you, you’d save yourself a trip.”

“You underestimated me,” Torian joked.

Amelia glanced at her now, her expression unreadable. “I always do, apparently.”

Torian’s cheeks warmed, and she cleared her throat, glancing away.

They’d reached the end of the hallway, and Amelia tugged out a lockpicking set. Apparently, this area was too poor for digital locks—or maybe they just preferred old-fashioned security on Colony 4.

Amelia worked the door’s lock, and a breath later, a click sounded. She pushed open the door and unveiled an empty observation area. It was clearly long-abandoned, but a tattered mattress had been squished in the corner, and torn cloth had been pinned to the walls, staked with old rebar like a makeshift tent.

Someone lived here, once.

Amelia gestured inside.

Torian stepped into the small room. It had floor-to-ceiling windows offering unobstructed views of space, and the stars drifted gently past as the station spun. But Torian barely looked at the view, instead drawn toward the tent in the corner.

Positioned beside the tent were dented metal pots filled with dry soil and the desiccated husks of plants long dead. A blue blanket with leaf embroidery had been neatly folded at the corner of the bed. Someone—Amelia?—had snapped a picture of Rhymarra from space—but it was secondhand, the pixelated, recorded image of a hologram from inside a human starship. She’d printed the image on real paper and taped it to a spot of honor. It now hung lopsided.

Abandoned. Undisturbed.

Torian faced Amelia, who had closed the door behind her and stopped, apparently unwilling to truly enter. Her gaze was haunted as she looked past Torian at the mattress, the little makeshift sleeping area.

“Did you live here?” Torian whispered. It must have been years ago—Amelia had been with the Fleet longer than Torian.

It was amazing no one had found this place to pilfer anything … but then again, Colony 4 folk were busy with their multitude of holidays. Their crime rates were probably much lower than on Colony 13.

Clearly, no one had found this place, and Torian was almost glad for it.

Amelia rubbed one arm. “I didn’t fail my exams, if that’s what you’re thinking. You know that Rhymarra’s population is carefully monitored. They could only allow a certain number of us to stay on-planet.” She looked to the ceiling, her eyes shining in the dim light. “One of the boys testing in my class was the son of a governor. My parents were farmers. They swapped our results.”

Torian wondered how she knew—but then again, Rhymarra did share exam results with their students. Amelia would have done practice tests beforehand. Even Torian could get a close range of what her scores would have been.

If Amelia’s results were drastically lower … and a classmate who typically underperformed was able to stay … yeah. That would make sense.

Indignation burned in Torian’s body, making her heart pound, her vision narrow. She clenched her fists. “That’s wrong.”

“Yep.” A wry smile crossed Amelia’s lips. “I filed a protest, but they ordered me on a ship before it could be processed. I was dumped here. I barely got to say goodbye.”

“Are your parents still—”

“Alive? As far as I know. I used to write them, but … well, it’s not like they have a return address.”

Torian suddenly wondered if Amelia’s parents wanted to write her back, or if they were ashamed that she’d “failed”—but that would open up conversations she wasn’t sure Amelia was ready to have.

Instead, Torian knelt beside the mattress, absently running her fingers over the blue blanket. Torian had told Headmaster Nuun how unfair this was, and now the broken system Rhymarra had created was sitting two feet away. They dropped exiled Rhymarrans on the colony stations. There wasn’t an introduction—it was more of a forced relocation, and there weren’t many resources to start fresh.

For a world pretending to be the apex of humanity, Torian could see this cruelty for what it was. Maybe Dutch was right, and people like Headmaster Nuun weren’t what anyone should aspire toward.

Amelia finally stepped farther into the room, dropping to the wall adjacent to the mattress. She was close to Torian, very close, and Torian’s breath stuttered at the proximity. But Amelia just picked up the blanket, tracing a leaf stitched in green thread.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you, Torian,” she said quietly. “It’s not an excuse, but—”

“You needed armor to survive.” Torian offered a sad smile.

Amelia grimaced. “The Fleet gave me a place to belong when I had nothing—but they expect a lot in return. I have to be someone worthy of my post, or I’ll lose everything.”

Torian thought back to the times she’d seen peripherally—the spats between cutthroat crewmembers that Amelia stopped just by showing up. She was well established as a respected, sometimes feared captain by the time Torian boarded her ship, but Torian had spent enough time working security to know that any high-ranking Fleet position had been earned through violence.

Today, Amelia had shot a man without warning, just to protect someone peripherally related to her crew.

For the first time, Torian began to wonder if Amelia liked that armor—or if it was just as suffocating as Torian’s own responsibilities.

“For what it’s worth, I think you’ve done a good job. Your ship always felt safe,” Torian said quietly.

Amelia laughed, the sound hollow. “Sure.” She stared at the view through the big windows. “I didn’t like who I had to become—but by the time I realized that, it was too late. Then I met you, and … I don’t know. You haven’t let the world change you. You’re still hopeful and determined and you see the best in everyone. It was…” She trailed off.

“Terrifying?” Torian supplied, almost teasing.

“Refreshing,” Amelia countered, rolling her eyes.

Well, that was something. Torian sank to the mattress, crossing her ankles in front of her. Her boots were almost touching Amelia’s now. She picked at a thread on the blanket, feeling too embarrassed to meet Amelia’s gaze. Up until now, Torian had just assumed Amelia thought she was cute.

Apparently, it was a lot more than that.

It made Torian both flattered and frustrated.

“Why did you demote me to scrap?” Torian finally asked. “Was it because I got shot on the job, or because … because of our kiss the week before?”

She expected Amelia to pull out a sarcastic statement about Torian’s skill set in security, about how she was a liability to herself and the crew, about how Amelia hadn’t lost a crewmember yet and didn’t plan to start now—all the same excuses Amelia had given when Torian demanded answers the first time.

Now, though, Amelia drew a breath through her nose and met Torian’s gaze. “I demoted you for both those reasons.”

Both.

“I’m confused. You kissed me first. Did you regret it that much?” Torian asked, cheeks burning. She wanted to push this line of questioning under the blanket beneath her, shove it so far into the darkness that neither of them had to be embarrassed by it.

But she’d also spent six months wondering about this, never able to ask. If Amelia was offering answers now, Torian had to seize them.

For her own sanity, if nothing else.

She hoped Amelia would deny it, but Amelia’s gaze was remorseful. “I regret a lot of things.” When Torian winced, Amelia rested her fingers on the mattress, very close to Torian’s. “Hang on. Not you.”

“No?” Torian didn’t move.

Amelia grimaced, quiet now, as if parsing through her thoughts. “No. I mean, I regret leading you on. You were just so … different. My life felt a lot simpler when you were around.”

“Hmm.” Torian didn’t really have anything to contribute to that. Her life got a lot more complicated when Amelia started showing interest.

“But I didn’t mean to—” Amelia cursed softly, restarting. “I couldn’t help kissing you. But that’s not something I do. Well, kissing, sure, but not with someone I actually like—I mean, I do kiss people I like, but with you, it felt—”

This was almost as much of a disaster as when Torian talked about romance—and coming from Amelia, it was both adorable and hilarious. To save Amelia’s ego, Torian held up a hand, laughing a bit. “It’s okay, Ames. I get it.”

“You don’t get it. That’s why we’re here.” Amelia withdrew, running one hand through her short hair. “My position within the Fleet is everything. I can’t leave, and anyone close to me might be at risk. If the Luminas start a war, they won’t attack me—they’ll find the people I … um.” She cut herself off, clamping her mouth shut before the inevitable final word.

Love.

How curious.

Part of Torian felt relieved to finally get confirmation. It had been such whiplash to start a budding romance with the charismatic Princess of the Fleet, only to be shot, demoted, and ignored a week later. Hearing that Amelia regretted how she’d acted was satisfying.

Torian hadn’t been making things up. They really did have chemistry.

The timing just wasn’t right.

Problem was, all those nice words didn’t fix the stress Torian had gone through. She felt bad for Amelia, absolutely; being forced from her home on a lie, dropped on a foreign space station, and muscled into a smuggling ring was nothing short of traumatic.

But at any point, Amelia could have just … come clean about the risks. Asked for Torian’s opinion, rather than assuming what was best for her. Except Amelia didn’t choose that path, and Torian suffered her rejection for months.

She put her fingers over Amelia’s, and it felt like she was closing a well-loved book. She’d explored the story, and the ending wasn’t what she’d wanted—but it was the best ending either of them could have hoped for.

“I appreciate you telling me.”

Amelia glanced at her, hearing the defeat in her tone. She didn’t move her fingers out from Torian’s touch. “For what it’s worth, it was a great kiss. But I am truly sorry for everything else.”

Even knowing their future, Torian’s heart still raced at that sentence. There was something shockingly rewarding about hearing that Captain Amelia Perrosk, Princess of the Fleet, a woman who’d ignored Torian for six months, thought Torian’s kissing abilities were top-notch.

Smug satisfaction flooded Torian, and she smirked. “Well, I am a great kisser.”

“Don’t push it,” Amelia drawled, squeezing her hand before pulling away. She pushed to her feet, dusting off her pants. “I just wanted to show you this before we left Colony 4, so you don’t leave another space station thinking I’m a complete asshole.”

“Not an asshole. Bit of a jerk, maybe. But people love that—a rough exterior with a gooey, tortured center.”

“Fuck, kill me now.”

Torian laughed, and Amelia laughed, and the tension between them bled away. Maybe they wouldn’t get to explore love, but at least Amelia cared enough to maintain a friendship.

Torian could be satisfied with that.

(Hopefully.)

Amelia offered her hand, and Torian gripped it. In one smooth motion, Amelia hauled Torian to her feet, which set her stomach turning when she wound up a few inches from Amelia’s body. Torian didn’t release Amelia’s hand, and Amelia didn’t pull away, and for a breath they just stared into each other’s eyes, inches apart.

“You should bring the blanket,” Torian said, because this was almost too much. “It looks homemade.”

“Everything on Rhymarra is homemade. But yeah. Maybe.” Amelia stepped back, cutting the electricity between them as she retrieved the blanket and dutifully slung it over her shoulder.

Torian fumbled for something else to say. “I’m amazed this stuff is still here, years later.”

“Colony 4 has a smaller population than most, and this room was abandoned for years before I found it. In all honesty, it was one of the better space stations to be dropped on—crime is lower here than most other places, and it’s full of empty rooms like this.” Amelia shrugged. “’Course, none of that matters when you don’t have money for food.”

“That’s a good reason to join the Fleet.”

“Well, my actual reason wasn’t for employment—Opula landed her ship and I snuck in to steal from their galley. They took off with me still on it.”

Torian snorted. “Amazing you weren’t killed on the spot.”

“It really was.” Now Amelia absently ran a hand across the blue blanket. It looked almost comical, like a royal sash over her leather jacket. “Thanks for coming with me. This was … cathartic.” She offered Torian a warm smile, and for the first time, it felt like they were actually, truly friends.

“My pleasure,” Torian said, resisting the urge to squeeze Amelia’s arm comfortingly. They were friends, damn it. Not partners. Not in love. Friends. She cleared her throat and changed the subject. “Lyric is probably done fixing the ship. Should—ah, should we get back?”

Amelia waved a hand. “Sure. Probably about time.” She turned toward the door, asking over her shoulder, “What’s your plan next, now that Rhymarra is a no-go? Back to Colony 13 and Celise?”

Torian followed, casting one final glance at the abandoned mattress and makeshift tent and old, dead plants. No matter what, she was glad she’d seen this side of Amelia.

It helped.

“Celise first, yeah. Then…”

Torian hesitated, aching to tell Amelia about Vaesa, about its alien splendor, about their plans to repair and reclaim it for a new generation. But Amelia hadn’t seemed impressed when Torian mentioned the aliens earlier—would she even believe Torian now?

It was a risk … but the rewards might outweigh it. Amelia and her crew worked extensive supply lines and smuggling routes. At worst, they could help with the restoration. At best, a few of them might decide to settle there.

Torian wouldn’t complain if Amelia lived nearby, permanently.

In an unbidden moment, she imagined having coffee with Amelia and Celise in the mornings, learning to farm from an ex-Rhymarran, hugging Amelia goodnight beneath the shimmering leaves of the kerrac tree. A whole life unfolded where they actually remained in proximity, and Torian had her two favorite people under one beautiful, domed roof.

Plus, after seeing this place, Torian suddenly wanted nothing more than to give Amelia something like her old home. Vaesa wasn’t Rhymarra, but … well, it felt like the next best thing for two people stuck in space.

“Actually,” Torian said, “I have another lead … if you’re interested.”

Amelia tilted her head. “Assume I’m always interested in new jobs, Scrap.”

Torian grinned. “Well, good. ’Cause this one’s a doozy.”






CHAPTER 20
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When Torian finally boarded the Destitute again, Moss was saying, “—correct, considering the age of Vaesa.”

So, clearly Torian hadn’t been the only one to divulge their plans for the ancient space station. She hid a smile and climbed the stairs to the living area, removing the sweater in the Destitute’s comfortable warmth.

Lyric murmured something inaudible.

It felt wrong to eavesdrop on them, so Torian began tidying the kitchenette. It was very late now, and she was frankly starving. Probably, Lyric was hungry too—time to find a midnight snack.

She hadn’t gotten far in her search before Lyric emerged from the engine hatch. They hauled their workbag out, then saw her and froze.

She waved. “Ah, hello. How’d it go?”

“Um—it’s fixed.”

A pause.

No more information was given.

Torian offered a smile. “That’s great! What was wrong, if you don’t mind me asking? Just so I can keep an eye out for problems like this later.” Those nylarian blueprints had been intense, even with Torian’s working knowledge of engineering. It’d be nice to know where to start if this happened again.

Lyric finished pulling themself out of the engine room. They closed the hatch behind them, almost reverently. “I, um. I doubt you could have fixed it. The part Dutch replaced on Vaesa was fractured. I had to modify another piece to make it work. Took a while.” They hefted their bag, appearing embarrassed. “Needed special tools.”

A fractured part. That would make sense. Dutch probably had done his best with what he could find, but all the replacement parts on Vaesa would be millennia old.

And yet, that wasn’t what Torian was focused on. Amused, she repeated, “Moss told you about Dutch, huh? And Vaesa?” Jokingly, she called to the computer: “How long was I gone?”

“Approximately two hours, twelve minutes,” Moss replied. “I like Lyric. I have decided they should be a partial owner of the Destitute, alongside you.”

Torian balked. “You’re replacing me?”

“Alongside you,” Moss repeated.

“Some loyalty.”

Lyric’s body language had steadily deteriorated. They hunched as if to make themself smaller, suddenly finding the bag in their hands fascinating. When there was a brief pause in the conversation, they inserted quietly, “I’m—I’ll go. No charge, Captain. Th-thank you for introducing me to Moss.”

Torian held up her hands. “Wait. I was teasing! I’m glad you two made friends.” She racked her brain, then offered, “Do you want some dinner? I was just going to make something.” She tugged the first thing out of the pantry cabinet, a nylarian can that had somehow not been shoved to the back. Pickled beans. What the fuck were pickled beans? Desperately, she fumbled for something else. “Not this—hang on—”

Lyric edged toward the staircase to the cargo bay … and the exit. “Thank you, but—”

“I would like you to stay, Lyric.” Then, as a pointed afterthought, Moss added, “Forever.” It sounded vaguely ominous.

“Let’s start with dinner, assuming they even want some,” she said, lest Moss scare off this poor mechanic. She pulled out ingredients for a salad, which felt safe, considering she didn’t know Lyric’s dietary preferences. The leaves were vacuum-sealed in their own self-cooling container; they’d come out a bit limp, but they should taste okay.

Lyric fidgeted with their bag, then reluctantly lowered it to the mossy carpet. “I’ll stay. If Moss wants.”

“Forever,” Moss reiterated.

“Moss. For the Heavens’ sake.” Torian pinched the bridge of her nose. “Take a seat, Lyric. Are you okay with salad with vinaigrette? Allergic to anything?”

“Yes. And no.” Lyric offered a thin smile and sank onto the edge of one couch cushion, perched awkwardly. They rested their hands on their knees, one foot tapping incessantly.

Torian busied herself by not watching Lyric, since the mechanic clearly didn’t appreciate attention. By the time she’d washed the produce, Lyric’s foot had stopped tapping. As she mixed ingredients and shook the vinaigrette, Lyric’s shoulders had loosened.

They finally gained the courage to ask, “How … um, how do you know Amelia?”

Maybe I should have invited Amelia for dinner. If I can call this dinner. The thought crossed her mind, gone in an instant. Too late now, anyway.

(And maybe it was for the best.)

It took a moment to wrangle her brain back to Lyric’s question.

“We’re—”

“They are not-romantic partners.”

It wasn’t spoken as “they aren’t romantic partners.” It was very clearly meshing the words “not” and “romantic” into something that insinuated the exact opposite.

Silence followed Moss’s statement. Torian almost melted into the floor, especially when she realized Lyric was watching her curiously. She cleared her throat, suddenly enraptured with tossing the dressing into the salad. “We’re not romantic partners.”

“That’s what I said.”

“She must like you,” Lyric mumbled.

Torian froze. Her palms felt sweaty. Amelia had admitted as much, but hearing it from a second source felt damning. “Why do you say that?”

Lyric sounded hesitant, but seemed more willing to speak now that the conversation topic was about someone else. “She hadn’t come by in a few years. It’s … um, it’s weird she brought someone else. That hasn’t happened before.”

Torian fumbled for a reason why that didn’t make her special. “Well, I had a mechanical problem, and you had the unique expertise to fix it.”

Lyric shrugged.

Torian returned her focus to adding prepackaged croutons. The salad was a bit thin—the leaves were limp, and she was limited on fresh food to add to it, considering the nature of her travel and the type of grocery shopping she’d done. But it was something to eat before she went to bed, so she served two healthy portions into smaller bowls.

All the while, Torian kept an eye on Lyric in her peripherals, but the mechanic clearly had nothing else to say on the matter.

They did, however, change the subject. “Moss said you’re repairing an alien space station.”

“I am revitalizing a space station,” Moss rephrased.

“We,” Torian said.

Moss sounded arrogant now. “I am the one tasked with creating a livable ecosystem inside Vaesa’s many domes. You will merely be renovating existing residential buildings in the main dome. Between the two of us, I am vital.”

Amusement filtered into Torian’s voice. “You’re right. I should just leave you to it.”

Moss paused. “You promised you wouldn’t leave me.”

Torian snorted, returning to Lyric’s question as she handed them a bowl. They clearly preferred to remain at the couch, probably for the distance, but Torian didn’t mind eating alone at the table.

“Point is, yes, we’re moving to Vaesa. My sister, Celise, can’t breathe very well on Colony 13. I originally bought this ship to take her to Rhymarra, but—” Torian cut herself off with a grimace, stabbing the limp leaves in her bowl. “Well, they don’t want folks like us.”

“An alien space station sounds better,” Lyric said. “Fewer people.” To her surprise, they pushed to their feet and walked to the table, but hovered until Torian gestured at a nearby chair. They sank into it, fidgeting again.

Torian took a thoughtful bite of her salad. The vinaigrette was bright and citrusy, with a sweet aftertaste she loved. Taking another bite was a struggle—nylarian silverware was less like pronged forks, more like tongs with tiny pinchers at the ends. It was awkward to eat with, but luckily, Lyric seemed to figure it out fine.

She watched them for a moment, offering a smile. “Moss wasn’t lying, you know. You’re welcome to come with us. We could probably use your expertise.”

Lyric nudged a crouton around their bowl. “I … I have a place here.”

Right—their workshop. A veritable paradise of plants and machines. Torian couldn’t blame them for not wanting to leave it. They probably had friends on Colony 4, too. Family, maybe.

Moss didn’t seem to care about that. “You told me you don’t talk to other humans. That is inconducive to your mental state. Your shop was robbed by criminals less than four months ago. That is inconducive to your physical state.”

Torian balked. “You were robbed?”

Lyric’s head hung.

Well. That put Torian firmly on Moss’s side, but she still didn’t like Moss pressuring Lyric. “Okay. It was probably a one-off. Moss, we shouldn’t make assumptions about Lyric’s desires.”

“I never make assumptions,” Moss replied. “Only statements based on facts and scenarios. Historically, my statements are ninety-three point three percent accurate.”

“It’s right. I ran a diagnostic on its central system,” Lyric added, finally taking a bite of their salad. They apparently liked the taste, because they quickly scooped up a tong-ful of leaves and ate that too.

Torian left the table to heat up some water for tea. “It has a big enough ego as it is, Lyric. Don’t support it.” She infused a teasing tone, and was pleasantly surprised when Lyric chuckled.

“I do not have a big ego,” Moss said.

“That’s fifty-four percent debatable,” Lyric replied.

Torian laughed, delighted now. Considering Moss’s constant irritation with Dutch and Torian’s poor knowledge about ship repair, the organic computer might need someone like Lyric—for a plethora of reasons.

And maybe, just maybe, Lyric needed Moss, too.

“Well. You don’t have to make a choice right away.” Torian snagged another bite of food while her tea heated. “We can always come back to get you. And Vaesa is fairly large—if you wanted to bring your family or friends, I’m sure Dutch would be okay with that.”

“I don’t have friends. Or family.”

Well, that was sad.

Instantly, Moss responded: “You may become a part of my colony.” As an afterthought, it added, “Not as moss, though, since you are human. This is a metaphorical colony.”

Torian snorted.

Lyric, on the other hand, seemed flattered by that statement. They glanced at the ceiling, a smile tilting their lips. “You’d want me in your colony?”

“I have been abandoned once before. By collecting humans, I can ensure I will not be abandoned again. Humans are proving to be more reliable than a dog-turd fungus inconsiderate asshole nylarian.”

Torian heaved a sigh. “Moss, humans have short lifespans. We should probably work on your abandonment issues.”

“My concern with abandonment is hardly an issue. Besides, humans reproduce. I will introduce your offspring to my colony as well, and theirs after that.”

“You’re like an evil overlord made of moss.”

“I am Moss, yes.”

Lyric raised a hand, like they were waiting to be called on in class. Torian chuckled, gesturing for them to speak. They cleared their throat and picked at their salad with the tong utensil. “If … if I can work with Moss to fix a new space station—I want to help. Especially if it will let your sister breathe better.”

It was the longest speech Torian had heard Lyric make, and it felt like a victory. She melted a bit, her brows knitting together. “That’s so kind, Lyric. But you don’t have to do that just for us. Do you want to come to Vaesa?”

Lyric considered that, then rubbed their arm, staring at the table now. “I don’t like it here. But maybe I’ll like Vaesa.”

“You will.” Moss sounded wholly confident.

And probably, it was right.

Torian grinned. “Then you’re welcome to come. We’ll gladly make use of your expertise, and you’ll have a lovely, private place to live.”

Lyric’s lips tugged into a smile. “Okay.”

They discussed logistics for a bit—how Lyric would pack up their shop, how long closing their business might take. It wouldn’t happen in a day, or a week, but Lyric took the radio frequency Moss provided and said they’d call when they were ready.

Maybe Torian imagined it, but it seemed like they had a bounce in their step when they left the Destitute.

Torian closed the ship behind them, blinking past burning eyes. It was very late now, and she was beyond ready for some sleep. As she trudged to the living area to clean the dishes from dinner, she asked, “What did Lyric do that made you so enamored?”

“I am not enamored. That word has a distinctly romantic subtext, and I—”

“Don’t do romance. I know.”

Moss paused. “They talked to me like Dutch used to. Before everything.”

Torian smiled, feeling warm inside. “I’m glad our ship broke down, then.”

“Perhaps.” Another grudging silence, then Moss said quietly, “You are still my favorite, Torian.”

She paused while washing a plate, smiling at the ceiling. “Aww. You too, Moss.”




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 01:15/Januous 15, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 4 [human]

After Torian went to bed and Lyric, my favorite new mechanic botanist human, left, I was again alone. I did not like that.

However, the spores I had released earlier had finally found their way into Amelia’s starship—which meant I had gained control of her systems. While there were video records I could have downloaded, Torian had not appreciated that. There was an 87 percent likelihood that Captain Amelia Perrosk, the pilot smuggler human, would feel the same.

So, I located the captain’s quarters and accessed the radio there. I could not find a camera in this room, which left me using only audio to anchor myself. I turned on the microphone for a moment, and identified the sound of running water.

There was a small washroom on the Destitute, and because humans were strange, non-flora creatures, Torian occupied it once per day. I asked what she was doing, and she said she was “showering,” which I equated to watering.

It was curious to me that Amelia would water herself so late at night. I inserted myself into the microphone and said, “Amelia. Are you sufficiently moist?”

“What the fuck—” Amelia yelped, and a second later, the sounds of running water ceased. I heard a ruffle of fabric, and then footsteps. After several seconds, Amelia said, “Wh-who’s there?”

“I am Moss. Torian claimed I was her shipboard AI, but that is inaccurate. I am an organic computer that operates the Destitute’s life support.”

Silence.

“If you are gesturing, you should be aware that I do not have visuals in this room. I am limited to sound only.”

Amelia laughed. “Well, that’s great. I’m so glad to hear the omnipotent intelligence that hacked into my starship doesn’t have camera access in my fucking bathroom.”

My system registered that as sarcasm, with 88 percent certainty.

For a moment, I contemplated withdrawing from her ship. Human privacy was a much larger topic than my current database contained, clearly. It made no sense to me, considering my moss existed everywhere, positioned for all to see.

After running scenarios, I predicted there was a 12 percent chance she’d continue speaking with me, and that felt like enough to stick around. Because I was feeling touchy about it, I replied, “If you install cameras in your bathroom, I would be delighted to—”

“Enough.” Amelia inhaled. There was more rustling of fabric. “Torian told me all about you and Vaesa. Did she forget something?”

Interesting. I had not been informed that Torian was beginning to grow the human colony already, but it confirmed my suspicions that Amelia was more than a simple crewmember. I asked, “What did she explain to you?”

“She told me all about you. Very complimentary, if it matters.” Amelia sounded amused. “I didn’t believe her, but—well, I’m starting to, now. Thanks for that noise to incapacitate the guy cutting into your hull.”

“You’re welcome.”

Amelia continued: “She told me about the aliens. The nylarians. And the space station. I told her she was fucking crazy if she thought I was going to fly into the Kialoa Nebula, but she has a flight path for it.”

“Why is Vaesa worth the risk? If you are planning to steal from that space station, Dutch’s draic lover will not take kindly to the theft.”

Amelia registered as indignant now. “I don’t steal. Much. Certainly not from alien heritage sites.” She hesitated. “It sounds … like my old home. I want to see it. Okay?”

“Okay,” I replied easily. “You are getting distracted. This visit is not about Vaesa. I am here on my own accord, to … get to know you. Torian’s not-romantic partner.”

“I’m not her partner,” Amelia snapped.

“That’s what I said.” Curious, that I’d had this exact conversation with both Amelia and Torian now. Lyric would never. I sorted my list of questions and said, “Torian is my best friend. If she invited you to Vaesa, we will be in close enough proximity to … share … her time.” I paused, pointedly. “I do not like sharing. But, you introduced Lyric to me, and Lyric is now my second-best friend. For that, I will offer you the opportunity to answer fifty-two simple questions.”

“How about I answer none of those questions?”

I had anticipated that. I freely retrieved my fail-safe. “Then I will access the video logs on your starship and answer them myself.”

Amelia was silent for twenty-two seconds. “For a computer of moss, you’re pretty manipulative.”

“Thank you,” I said, feeling proud. “First question. What are your intentions with Torian?”

[I had, admittedly, retrieved this list of questions from a human database on Colony 13, titled, Questions to Ask Your Kid’s First Date. It appeared very thorough.]

[I had not, however, factored in Amelia’s personality.]

“I think I should be asking you that. An alien starship with a sentient personality whisked one of my crewmembers away—and then broke into my starship to talk to me about it. Why the hell should I trust you to take care of her?”

I was aware it was a diversion. It did not matter—my system flashed indignantly nonetheless. “I am life support. My very function is to keep Torian alive. It is proving … difficult.”

“No shit.” Amelia snorted. “She hears a fight and runs toward it.”

“That is an accurate assessment of today’s proceedings. I am trying not to be frustrated.”

The sound of mattress springs squeaked, and Amelia said, “That’s just who Torian is. But if you’re truly dedicated to keeping her safe, maybe we can cut a deal.”

I didn’t come for a deal. I came to ask questions.

However, I couldn’t deny I was intrigued. “What kind of deal?”

“I promise not to try anything romantic with Torian and steal her away—if you promise to keep her safe from whatever alien bullshit she finds next.”

That would be difficult. “I am moss. I have spores. Rhizoids. Leaves. How would you like me to intervene?”

“Verbally. Close her off in the ship if you need.”

“Torian does not like that. I tried today.”

Amelia’s tone registered as tense now. “Look. You want Torian to stay your friend, right? You said you don’t like to share—which implies to me that you need her around.”

“Need” was strong. [But not inaccurate.] “Torian is my best friend.”

“Right. I felt that way six months ago, and then a jelly bullet fractured two ribs and punctured one of her lungs. It took hours in the med bay to get her stable. Have you heard of pneumothorax? Go ahead. Look it up.”

I did. It did not seem pleasant, from what I knew of human physiology.

“I do not like that.”

Amelia sighed. “Me, either. Worst day of my life—and I’ve had some pretty bad ones.”

“You care about Torian as a best friend, too, then.”

“I—” Amelia went quiet, then finished, “Yeah. Sure.”

I compiled this data, and reviewed her deal. It seemed favorable for both of us. Torian remained safe, and Amelia would not become romantically involved. I wouldn’t lose Torian to her, the way I’d lost Dutch to Zenthielutos. It felt like a fair middle ground.

“I accept your deal,” I said. “You will not become Torian’s lover. And I will keep Torian safe when you are not around.”

“Glad we could reach an arrangement.” Amelia paused. “Now, get the fuck out of my room. Please.”

“I still have fifty-two questions—” I started to say, but abruptly, my access was cut off to the microphone and speaker inside that room. I still had ship-wide access, but the captain’s suite was effectively a dead zone now.

Well. That was rude.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 10:50/Januous 15, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 4 [human]

Hours later, we finally left the human colony.

To my dismay, we did not bring Lyric. To my exasperation, Torian waved at her not-romantic partner, Amelia, through the flight deck window—and when my camera registered Amelia winking in response, Torian’s body temperature climbed by a degree.

When I pointed out this rise, Torian ignored me.

[Which was also rude.]

While she ran preflight checks, I finally lifted the block to the engine and auto-navigation.


Moss: Systems. Report.

Engine: Running at 99.87 percent capacity. All clear. Fix is accepted and logged.

M: Conduct a check of all engine parts. Any further maintenance required?

E: Negative. Running at 99.87 percent capacity.



That was mildly depressing, simply because another fix would have required Lyric to return. Glumly, I pivoted to the other system.


M: Auto-Nav, you ready?

Auto-Navigation:

M:

A:

M: Auto-Nav. Report.

A: No. You’re mean.



[There was not enough code in the world to tell me how to handle this system.]


M: Please report.

A:

M:

A: Systems ready. Excited to fly. I guess.

M: Destination: Colony 13. Confirm.

A: Confirmed.



Somehow, my systems registered that as sarcastic, which was highly concerning for Auto-Nav, a subsystem with very little cognitive processing power. Compiled with earlier evidence, this was unsettling.

Was it upgrading itself based on my new capacity to control the Destitute? It had clearly borrowed from my code when we communicated.

Hmm. I flagged that to discuss with Dutch.

“Ready?” Torian asked, finally taking ahold of the yoke.

“Ready. Path to Colony 13 programmed. With wormhole travel, we will arrive in five hours.”

Torian nodded, and under her control, the Destitute slowly lifted off the dock. She waved again through the flight deck—several of Amelia’s crewmembers had joined her outside their ship, and now they watched as Torian turned the Destitute toward the airlock. I identified the human known as Bartlet offering a salute before reentering Amelia’s starship.

We slid into space, and the moss growing on the starship’s exterior reported icy, ticklish conditions. As we gained distance from Amelia’s starship, I lost connection to it, same as I had with Colony 13.

That was fine. I’d spoken with Amelia, and that had been my entire goal entering her ship.

Auto-Navigation took over and directed us into a nearby wormhole. The stars went dark, aside from the occasional flashes of blue light. I attempted to identify them, but my database came up empty—whatever the light flashes were, they were random and unidentifiable. The mystery did not bother me; space was like that sometimes.

Torian waited a few minutes more, then pushed away from the control panel. “I guess I’ll finish that starship model. Or maybe read.”

“I am not excited to be returning to Colony 13,” I said.

She paused, glancing at the camera in the flight deck. “You’re not going to be left alone again. Unlike Dutch, I remember where I park my starships.”

My system tagged that with my humor module. [I disagreed with that assessment.] I asked, “If you move onto Vaesa with Amelia and Celise and Dutch and Zenthielutos, will you still come back to the Destitute sometimes?”

“You’re moving onto the space station with us,” Torian said.

That was partially correct.

Only partially.

“My central system is on this ship. It is a permanent fixture.” All of my higher functions connected to the tower in the engine room. It housed everything: my databanks, my archives, my conversation modules. Without the central system, the speakers of this ship, the microphones and cameras, I was just … moss.

“Moss is superior,” I said, to clarify.

She seemed confused at that, slowly sinking back into the pilot’s chair. This time, though, she faced my camera, which was unnerving. Her fingers inched closer to my moss colony on the dashboard, but she did not touch me.

[For the first time, I wondered if it would be terrible if she did.]

“I’m starting to think that it’s … not okay you’re confined here,” Torian said.

[She was the first person to voice that.]

I didn’t respond.

Torian tapped the dash, and the vibration was a form of communication to my moss colony. Plant-to-plant vibrations were like conversation. This was a loud THUMP THUMP THUMP, which equated to SOMEONE IS STANDING NEARBY AND MIGHT HARM THE COLONY.

Torian would not be aware of that communication. This was because humans thought they were perceptive, but in truth they were oblivious to entire worlds outside their comprehension.

[But then again, I’d also been oblivious to their world, before Dutch activated my central system.]

[Now, I could not find enough data about it.]

“There must be a way we can bridge your central system to Vaesa. Connect you to a new tower and give you control of both this ship and the space station.” Torian seemed distant now, perhaps the human equivalent of running scenarios. “We can probably build headsets that link to your central system, too, so you can talk with us whenever you want. Or maybe a drone that you can control?”

There was something … warm … about the fact that Torian was contemplating multiple options for me. Even if they were unfeasible, even if my central system couldn’t be moved, I decided it was nice to know she was trying.

“Perhaps,” I said noncommittally. I had already explored those ideas. I couldn’t be certain how a second tower, an entirely new central system, would affect my processing power. Would I morph into two consciousnesses? [What if Torian liked the other Moss more than me?] Headsets only mattered if the humans wore them. A bot was an idea, but sounded as limiting as a starship.

What did I actually want?


	Freedom to move

	Ability to communicate

	[Assurance that I would never be alone again.]



I stored that list in my archives, alongside the better memories of Dutch when it was just the two of us.

All of this was useless now. I said, “Apologies. I should not have mentioned it.”

“Moss,” Torian said.

My name held weight. Any subsystems slowed, and I redirected most of my processing power to this conversation. “Yes, Captain?”

“You matter as much as any of us. You are the only reason I have good news to deliver to Celise.” Torian drew a slow breath. “If I’d found any other starship, I’d have already lost. If this is something you want, I swear, I’ll spend the rest of my life hunting for a solution.”

“Your life is short.”

Torian shrugged. “Long enough to find a specialty. ‘Moss-comfort human.’ How’s that sound?”

I logged it into her profile. “That … is appropriate. Thank you.”

Torian smiled. “Let me know when we reach Colony 13. I’ll brainstorm in the meantime. I’m sure Dutch will help later, too.”

Dutch did not register as helpful in my systems anymore, despite his recent intervention.

But maybe that could change.






CHAPTER 21
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They docked with no issue, and Moss assured Torian as she disembarked, “I will not allow anyone else access. Do not die.”

Torian balked, halfway out of the starship. “What? Why would I die?”

“Colony 13 is both boring and dangerous. Boring for myself. Dangerous for you.” Moss was solemn. “I repeat: Do not die.”

“I will do my very best not to die,” Torian drawled, and left. The starship cargo doors closed behind her, which was good, because the Destitute was drawing another crowd in this public hangar. The sooner she collected Celise and left, the better.

Until then, she’d have to trust Moss to protect the ship.

After Colony 4, this place felt downright welcoming. (No obsessive holidays, for one, although Torian did feel like she should put in a request to honor Starship Day.) The dock she’d secured was on a different level than Celise’s clinic, so she had to take the tram to the center column, and then ride the lift up a few floors. As she floated in the central lift, more people boarded, then began disembarking on the residential rings.

Torian followed a mother and two children out when they reached her level. The mother coaxed her children onto the tram, and Torian made space for them as they all secured into harnessed seats.

One of the kids squinted at her, and she waggled a few fingers. The kid giggled, and Torian smiled in response. The mother whispered intensely to the child, and she averted her gaze.

Learning young to be closed off, careful of strangers. Torian hated that it was necessary, but she couldn’t argue the safety measures. She offered an apologetic smile to the mother and averted her gaze.

It was a short ride to proper gravity on the outer ring, and Torian stretched as she disembarked the tram. Colony 13’s residential rings had a high ceiling with apartments stacked almost shanty-like on a main strip, and an attempt at greenery in the center. Her family hadn’t been able to afford that view, so Celise’s clinic was built in their old apartment—which was down several narrow hallways.

Now, when she passed folks, she wasn’t just on guard for her belongings. She was scrutinizing them, wondering who was colony-born … and who was Rhymarran. There was always somewhere to huddle away on these space stations, and she passed a few lived-in sections occupied by people who couldn’t afford apartments. That had been a fact of life growing up, but now, she couldn’t unsee Amelia’s sad little tent.

Even that was downright luxurious compared to this.

Torian set her jaw, shoving her hands in her pockets. She wanted to help, but it was dangerous to offer on Colony 13—even Celise kept to her clinic instead of roaming the halls. She skirted a group of clearly drunk folks, one of whom was staring hungrily at her. Torian glared back, moving at a brisk pace. They didn’t follow, and she counted it as a blessing.

But it wasn’t all bad. Amidst dodging the locals, she saw hints of families making a life here—drawings scribbled on the metal walls, a child’s toy left discarded, the laughter of folks through thin front doors.

Despite the environment, there was hope here.

Torian was proud to represent that.

She finally reached their old apartment, now advertised with metal lettering that simply read “clinic.” An open/closed sign that hung from a bolt by the door had been flipped to Closed. An overgrown orange zinnia was in a metal pot beside the door—her sister’s pride and joy. It wasn’t flowering yet, but tiny buds were attempting to sprout.

This place was home, and Torian felt a sudden sense of sadness. Once she collected Celise and they moved to Vaesa, there would be nothing to tie her to Colony 13. To the memories of her parents, their childhood, their future aspirations.

But it was their last option. She’d rather pour a drink with Celise and reminisce over their old home than watch her sister’s ashes floating past the airlock, vanishing into space.

Drawing a fortifying breath, Torian rapped on the door.

“I’m closed,” Celise called through the thin door—and then dissolved into a round of coughing.

Shit.

“It’s me, Lise. Open up.”

A pause, where she was clearly attempting to get the coughing under control. Torian held her breath, heart pounding. Would this really get better with cleaner air … or was Celise just destined to struggle until a coughing fit killed her someday?

Torian couldn’t handle that thought. Vaesa had to work.

The door opened, and Celise leaned against the doorway, one eyebrow raised. “Well, well. My sister, the starbound pilot.” Her voice was hoarse, dripping in sarcasm. “Your timing is—” A cough, an attempt to clear her throat. “—is impeccable, as always.”

Torian snorted. “Well, you know. That’s my specialty.” She hugged Celise, but not so tight as to restrict breathing. Her sister always had a comforting scent that Torian couldn’t describe, but she inhaled deeply and felt her nerves settle.

Celise pulled away first, locking the door as Torian ventured into the apartment. The living room had been transitioned into her clinic years ago, with a cot along one wall, some medical equipment scattered about, and a desk where she reviewed records. The kitchen was in an adjacent room, and Celise waved her into it.

“Surprised to see you back so soon,” Celise said. “I thought the exams took a month or more.”

There was weight to her tone. Disappointment … but also relief. They both knew what it meant that Torian was standing in this room.

Failure.

Torian ignored the subtext. “Oh, I just couldn’t stay away.” She offered a teasing grin, to which Celise rolled her eyes. When Celise stayed silent, still waiting for more, Torian diverted. “Everything okay while I was gone? Business is good?”

Are you good? was what she wanted to ask, but didn’t dare. Not yet.

“Well, no one visits a clinic when they’re feeling fine. But it’s been somewhat steady.” Celise took a seat at the tiny table, rubbing her fingers over the spot where Torian had slammed a fork onto the metal and dinged it as a child. She drew a slow breath, coughed a bit, and made a face. “Sorry. Inhaler is hit or miss this week. I had some minor injuries, a few illnesses. One kid ran straight into a wall while playing and needed stitches.”

Torian poured herself a glass of water, leaning against the nearby countertop. “Shit. Was he okay?”

“Yeah. Kids bounce back.” Celise leaned back in her chair, quirking one eyebrow. “Cut the shit, Torian. Did you make it to Rhymarra, or did your alien starship break down halfway there?”

“No, no. It broke down halfway back.” Torian paused. “Well, and halfway there.”

Celise stared, deadpan. “I can’t tell if you’re kidding.”

“I’m not. But it’s fine now. We fixed it.” Torian drew a slow breath, then took a sip of water to prepare herself for the next sentence. “I got to Rhymarra. Spoke with Headmaster Nuun.”

“And?” Celise’s tone was cautious now.

“He told me I was ‘too old’ to test.”

It filled the space between them.

Celise coughed, then remarked, “Well. That’s that.”

It was incredible, how fast she was willing to let her own life slip away. No one should just shrug and accept their fate—not like that. If Celise didn’t want to fight for herself, then Torian would fight doubly hard.

And fuck her sister for thinking otherwise.

“Lucky for you, I found a backup plan.” Smug enthusiasm slid through Torian, and she pushed off the cabinets, setting down her water glass. “Lise, that ship I bought? It’s really special. The moss inside isn’t just a plant overgrowth. It’s the life support system.”

To her credit, Celise had known Torian all her life—and thus knew how to roll with her topic changes. She crossed her arms, ever the skeptic. “Moss. As life support.”

“Moss produces more oxygen than—”

“I’m aware,” Celise replied. “You seem to forget that when I’m not helping our neighbors, I’m researching this.” She gestured at her chest, at the inhaler left abandoned on the counter behind Torian. “I’ve looked into plants we could grow on the station, organic ways to replicate the atmosphere on Rhymarra. The fact is, to accommodate a population like this, we’d need—”

“—more space than Colony 13 physically has,” Torian finished.

Celise snapped her fingers to agree to the point.

Torian’s ego was inflating by the second. It’d be unbearable, soon. “That’s typically true. Unless the moss is modified, and its oxygen output is controlled by a central computer. An alien computer.”

For a brief moment, Celise’s temperament shifted. Curiosity replaced skepticism in her posture, like she couldn’t believe something so fortunate. And then, just as fast, Torian watched it flicker and die. An endless cycle of hope and defeat so deeply embedded, Celise couldn’t fight it even if she wanted to.

Celise’s tone was dry and brittle when she finally spoke: “Your starship has an alien computer made of moss.”

“Clean air, Lise. In space. Docked in a hangar two levels down.” Torian held her gaze, hoping to convey the truth.

This is real.

“We don’t know that clean air will fix this now. Even the oxygen tanks I can afford aren’t working much lately.”

“The oxygen tanks we can afford aren’t from Rhymarra—they’re from offshoot supply stations that can’t replicate pure air as well.” Torian narrowed her eyes. “When I bought that one tank straight from Rhymarra, it worked. You were fine.”

Until it ran out, anyway.

Torian had weighed her choices, contemplating investing all her savings not in a ship, but in air tanks. But they were an obscenely expensive, depleting resource—a ship had seemed like a more attainable, long-term solution.

And damn it, it would be.

“That was years ago.” Celise pressed her lips together, her voice hoarse. “Maybe I’m too far gone.”

Torian had spent so many sleepless nights wondering if that was true. Every year that passed, her low-grade anxiety about her sister’s health climbed, until it became a persistent humming in the back of her brain.

She might die anyway.

All this effort, in vain.

You never could have saved her.

Torian refused to let that poisonous mindset take hold. She had a solution. If it didn’t work—she’d find another solution. Period.

Torian lifted her chin. “Look. The fact is, Colony 13 will kill you someday. Rhymarra is a bust. But Moss—ah, that life support system—it could work. Please, Lise. Come with me.”

“On that tiny ship,” Celise drawled, then dissolved into a light round of coughing. When it passed, she added, “Tor, we’d kill each other. You remember what it was like living here, and at least we had a few rooms to work with. I’ll be honest: My life got a lot better when you started working on Fleet ships.” She added a teasing smirk to that, clearly ribbing.

But also, she wasn’t wrong. They used to have screaming matches, shoved in such close quarters. At some point, Torian was convinced sisters weren’t meant to cohabitate.

Or maybe her sister was just an asshole.

(It wasn’t Torian, nooo. Torian was a delight.)

(Okay, maybe she was more like Moss than she cared to admit.)

“Gee, thanks.” She rolled her eyes, then geared up for the Big Reveal. “Look, you wouldn’t be moving to my ship. We’d be relocating to a new space station!”

Silence.

Based on Celise’s unimpressed expression, maybe it was too big a reveal.

Her sister leaned forward in her chair, drumming her fingers on the table in obvious exasperation. “I know you’re trying to be purposefully vague, and you know I hate that, so I’ll just sit in silence until you care to divulge the details. Because if you’re seriously pitching that we relocate to another colony, it would seem you left your single brain cell on that fancy alien ship.”

Torian snorted, but dutifully glanced around for a holopad. She found Celise’s in the living room, and stepped back into the kitchen as it powered on. It only took a minute to open the drawing app, and Torian set it down on the table. An empty holographic box, ready to be illustrated, hovered at eye level with Celise. Torian sketched a big circle in the center.

Celise examined it with mild interest.

“I took the ship to Rhymarra. But like I said, we had a mechanical failure halfway there. The ship automatically diverted to a ‘maintenance base’ in the Kialoa Nebula.”

Celise frowned. “There’s nothing in that nebula. Except weird signals and the husks of ancient, broken starships.” A pause. “Right?”

“You’re correct. And so very wrong.” Torian grinned, sketching extra circles around the big circle. She connected them with thick lines, then drew a planet in the background. A spin of her fingers had the image rotating slowly at Celise’s eye level. “This is Vaesa. A space station created by the native species in this solar system: the nylarians. They used it as a launch point between their planet, Verdaan, and the rest of the galaxy.”

Celise squinted at her. Not at the drawing. At her.

“It is my professional medical opinion that you have actually lost your mind.”

“You thought I lost my mind last year, when I joined Amelia’s ship. And two years before that, when I told you I was buying a starship at some point. And four years before that, when—”

“Maybe it’s a continuous process.” Celise smirked.

“Or maybe you just can’t admit I’m right sometimes.”

“Eeeh,” Celise said, waving a hand in dismissal.

Torian huffed. “This is real, Lise. The center of this big dome is a massive tree with blue leaves. It’s also, apparently, a jerk.” She thought that was a funny detail, but from her sister’s medically inclined point of view, it could be seen as the ravings of someone very disturbed.

Celise found Torian’s hand, taking hold in a comforting gesture. Considering they rarely touched outside of the occasional hug, it was very obviously an exaggerated form of faux comfort.

“Torian. I’m here for you.”

At least Amelia had been willing to suspend disbelief. Then again, Amelia traveled the solar system, and that kind of thing broadened horizons. Celise could benefit from getting off this space station, for once.

Torian pulled her hand away, shooting her sister a crude gesture. “Oh, fuck off. I’m not crazy. There’s a whole ecosystem inside this space station. Different ones in every auxiliary dome. It’s orbiting a planet, a real terraformed planet like Rhymarra.”

“Rhymarra is the only terraformed planet in this solar system. Remember? The CSS ensured it.” Celise’s voice was dry as bone.

“Well, someone lied, because there’s a planet, and it’s been terraformed.” Celise rolled her eyes, which only spurred Torian on more. “Why don’t you believe me? The nylarians were so much smarter than humans. Even their space station has better air than here. It’s artificially generated right now, but Moss—the computer on my ship—is going to make it as clean as the Destitute.”

Her rant hung between them, and Celise finally seemed to realize Torian wasn’t joking. The pestering attitude slid away, replaced with something unreadable. Celise pushed from the table, glanced at the rotating hologram, then ran a hand through her messy blond hair.

“Come on, Torian. This is ridiculous.”

“And true,” Torian said firmly.

“A space station we’ve never found? A planet no one’s documented?”

“We know the aliens have technology we can’t hope to replicate—like their energy barriers,” Torian snapped, her skin prickling. “The nylarians are longer-lived than most of the other species, and given Moss, they clearly prided themselves on that technology. I’m sure they shielded their home with the nebula to protect it.”

“Or, your ship’s air isn’t as clean as you think, and you’ve spent the last few days hallucinating.” All humor was gone. She was actually being serious.

That hurt the most. For the Heavens’ sake, Amelia had been willing to believe this, but Torian’s own damned sister couldn’t? Torian knew she’d have to prove some of these claims, but she expected Celise to suspend disbelief for thirty fucking minutes while they walked to the Destitute.

Torian physically stepped back, letting cold irritation settle between them. “I’ve done all this for you, Celise.”

“I didn’t ask for that,” Celise muttered.

“You didn’t have to.” Torian felt her heart breaking, her fists clenching.

Silence settled between them, the tension as sharp as a knife. After a moment, Celise massaged her brow. “Even if what you’re saying is true, I told you. I can’t leave my clinic … especially not for some mythical space station.”

That still stung.

Torian’s voice was cold. “I told you what I was working on. Finding us a new home. You said you’d consider it.”

“You told me we were going to Rhymarra. A populated planet with medical advances, scientific research, and other humans.”

It physically hurt to know she couldn’t offer Celise that. To keep from feeling utterly inadequate, a total failure, Torian tried again. “This place doesn’t have people yet, but that’s our next step. By the time we’re done, it’ll be a new colony—one we’ve helped shape. And you’ll be alive to see it. So … are you coming with me, or not?”

Celise was quiet for a long while. When she finally spoke, it was with notable bitterness. “My condition won’t magically improve with a few breaths of clean air, Tor. There’s inflammation now, mucus buildup. The body holds scars.”

“Maybe, but the attacks will lessen. You’ll know immediately if it’s easier to breathe. You’ll know if there’s hope, even if it’s not an instant fix.”

Celise pressed her lips together, scrutinizing Torian’s gaze. Her tone softened. “What if it doesn’t work? What if we go to this alien space station, all the way from everything and everyone I know, and … and I die anyway?”

That’s when Torian realized the truth.

Her sister was actually, truly scared.

Celise hid behind sarcasm and dry humor, so Torian didn’t see it often … but now it physically made Torian ache. This wasn’t about Torian’s failure—it was about Celise confronting something she thought was inevitable. It was about a terminal patient, finding comfort in the things she knew. Maybe Celise was longing for the stars, for a magic fix—but that hadn’t been her reality so far.

Without thinking, Torian wrapped her arms around Celise’s shoulders, pulling her into a fierce hug. “I know it’s scary. And maybe it doesn’t work. But you will never be alone; I’ll be there no matter what. Okay?”

Tears rimmed Celise’s eyes, something Torian hadn’t seen in years. Celise’s shoulders trembled, but she drew a shallow breath and forced a smile. “Okay. You can show me this space station. I’m not making a decision yet, but … I’ll go see it.”

Relief hit Torian like a brick. One huge step in the right direction. “Thank you.”

“How long will I need to take off work?” Celise wiped the remnant tears, back to business. “The Kialoa Nebula is at least a six-day flight. That might be too long—”

“We’ll make the flight in about eight hours via wormhole.”

Celise stared.

Torian stared back, jaw set.

“You’re really holding on to this hallucination, huh.”

“I really am.”

Celise chuckled, and Torian laughed, and then they were both grinning like idiots in the kitchen. Celise pushed to her feet, dusting off her pants. She retrieved her holopad, examining Torian’s drawing. After a moment, she nodded, turning off the screen. “Give me a few hours to pack and call the clinic up on fourteenth. They’ll have to handle my patients while I’m gone.”

“Perfect.” Torian downed what was left of her water and set the glass in the sink. “Meet me at hangar eighty-two, bay fifteen.”

Celise nodded. “This better not be an elaborate prank.”

“That’d be a badass prank.”

“Badass is one word.”

Torian squeezed her sister’s shoulder and took one look around their family apartment, and smiled slightly. Leaving this place, Colony 13, was bittersweet—but walls and floors didn’t make a home.

Family did.

When Celise arrived on the Destitute, everything would be perfect.






CHAPTER 22
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In retrospect, Torian should have just kept her mouth shut.

“What does ‘behave yourself’ mean in human context?” Moss sounded both confused and sarcastic, which was an impressive combination. “My systems do not have those words registered.”

Torian paused in her cleanup of the ship, preparing the space for Celise. She’d decided to sleep on the couch, which meant her sister could take the more private sleeping room. At her behest, Moss had guided Torian to a hydrosonic cleaning container, which had done an excellent job freshening the dirty bedding.

Torian fluffed the clean comforter. “It just means that my sister is already suspicious, and I may need you to … ah, ease into your normal self.”

She winced. It sounded bad when she explained it like that.

Moss must agree, because it seemed to have settled on utter disdain. “I am always my normal self. Multiple people have confirmed I am a delightful conversationalist.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then your fear is unfounded.”

Probably true. Torian was just nervous. She bounced on her toes as she folded the blankets, trying to make them as aesthetic as possible. It might actually be cold enough tonight to need the comforter. The air was still humid, although Moss had made subtle adjustments to accommodate Celise’s breathing difficulties. Hot, heavy humidity might trigger Celise more than the recycled station air, so Moss had lessened that and infused more oxygen into a smaller space.

Really, it was already on its best behavior.

Torian chuckled. “Yeah. You’re right.”

“I am right ninety-seven point four percent of the time. Since there is a small margin of error, I understand your hesitation.” It pivoted immediately. “Your body language is registering as nervous. Are you afraid of your sister?”

“Of her? No, never.” Torian laughed at the idea. She stepped back to admire her handiwork. The sleeping room was perfectly prepped. After a moment’s contemplation, she admitted, “For her … maybe. If I can’t convince her to stay on Vaesa, we both know what will happen.”

“That seems like an elementary decision on Celise’s part.”

“Try telling her that.” Torian groaned, shuffling back into the living area with bedding she’d been using this whole time. She dumped it on the couch, attempting to make it into an equally neat presentation. “She’s always considered Colony 13 her home. And she does have people relying on her here.”

“She was prepared to join you on Rhymarra.”

Torian swallowed, tucking the sheets around the cushions. “Yeah. But Rhymarra has better doctors and medical advancements. At least there, she could research her condition and try to find a cure. She’s not the only one who has this breathing issue—so in her mind, doing research is still helping.”

“She cannot pursue research on Vaesa?” Moss asked.

“I mean, I think she can, but—”

Moss interrupted, “A human is outside the cargo bay, calling for you. If it matters, this human’s facial features register as eighty-four percent similar to your own.”

Celise. Torian checked her watch, and sure enough, several hours had passed without Torian realizing. The Destitute was sparkling—or as close as a ship covered in moss could get. She’d even grabbed more groceries and made a pot of vegetable soup, letting it simmer as she cleaned. The table was set, and everything looked welcoming.

Hopefully this first impression was just the start.

Torian skipped down the staircase and opened the cargo door to reveal Celise. Her long blond hair was pulled into a prim ponytail, and a backpack was slung over one shoulder. She raised one eyebrow, peering past Torian into the ship.

“You weren’t kidding about the moss.”

“We never joke about Moss,” the computer said overhead.

Torian reveled at the confusion on Celise’s face. Believe me now? she wanted to say, but somehow she managed to clamp that arrogance down. Instead, she gestured broadly inside. “Come in. That’s Moss, the life support system.”

Celise entered the ship, shooting Torian a skeptical look. As Torian closed the cargo bay doors, sealing them inside, Celise ventured to say, “Ah, hello, Moss.”

“Hello, Celise. It is an elementary decision for you to remain on Vaesa, given your medical condition.”

Torian almost face-palmed. “Moss,” she hissed.

Moss replayed a clip over the speakers of Torian’s voice: “‘Try telling her that.’” After it ended, Moss inserted, “You requested I tell her.”

Torian might die.

Celise, on the other hand, cocked one hip. “Considering I wasn’t convinced of its existence ten minutes ago, I’m already liking your life support system. Moss, can we gang up on Torian about her reckless behavior next?”

“I am already partnered with Captain Amelia Perrosk on such matters. We would be happy to welcome you into our pact.”

“What pact?” Torian demanded, her face heating dangerously. She shouldn’t have been surprised that Moss talked to Amelia without her knowledge—Moss was absolutely the kind to do due diligence—but embarrassment still settled over her shoulders.

“Do not be perturbed, Torian. Life-threatening behavior disrupts my programming. It is natural I have taken steps to mitigate your unsavory actions,” Moss said.

“Wonderful,” Celise replied with a broad smile.

Torian groaned. “I’m rethinking this.”

“Too late.” Her sister winked and climbed the staircase. As she assessed the living area, its potted plants and moss carpet, the kitchenette with a warm meal cooking, the comfy couch and Torian’s half-unfurled bedding, a smile tilted her lips.

“This is surprisingly cozy.”

Torian relaxed. She hadn’t realized how desperately she wanted Celise to like her starship until that moment. Vaesa was the most important impression, but … it was nice to know her sister finally understood the Destitute.

“I have been told I am cozy.” Moss sounded pleased.

“Are you the ship, or just life support?” Celise tilted her head, setting her backpack on the floor.

Moss cheerfully replied, “I am the moss colony, so my main function is life support. However, I have recently obtained control of the Destitute’s subsystems.” Moss paused, but it was barely enough to separate the two conversations. “If you wish to research a cure for your condition, Vaesa is a perfect location for that. The nylarians were a very advanced species. I received confirmation that Dutch will help you however he can.”

Celise had stepped up the stairs to the flight deck, peering through the big windows there. Absently, she repeated, “Ah, Dutch?”

“He’s the last remaining nylarian.” Torian grinned. “Moss is right, you know. They were incredible.”

Celise hummed, but it was the placating hum of I still don’t really believe you, but sure. I’ll play along. “I see.” Her expression turned wry. “Since the air is so pure here, you won’t mind if I set up an air sample analysis, would you?”

Torian narrowed her eyes. “Do you seriously still think I’m hallucinating?”

“I haven’t ruled anything out.” Celise patted Torian’s shoulder.

Luckily, Moss intervened: “An air sample would be redundant. The Destitute’s oxygen is analyzed every three seconds. I can transmit the data to your datapad, if you’d like.”

That, finally, caught Celise off guard. She raised an eyebrow. “Actually, that would be helpful. Can I run a side-by-side sample to verify those numbers?”

“That is only appropriate for true scientific study.” Moss didn’t seem offended at all about that, which was both a shock and a blessing.

No harm in any of this, Torian supposed. Celise was clearly impressed with Moss, and soon she’d be impressed with everything else, too. But before air sampling, Torian had something else to prove. “Hang on. Don’t leave the flight deck yet; I want you to watch us depart.”

“Why?” Celise raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms.

Torian snorted at her suspicion. “Because you think I’m lying about wormholes, and I’m here to prove you wrong. It’s my favorite pastime, after all.”

Celise glared at Torian and said, “Sure. Best case, wormholes do exist. Worst case, I get to laugh at you for eternity for thinking they do.”

“Bring it on.” Torian glared back.

Moss interjected, “You have a curious conversation dynamic. Documenting for future analysis.”

And the Destitute departed yet again.



Two hours later, Torian lounged on the couch watching Celise double-check the numbers against Moss’s data. She hadn’t been joking—she actually had brought an entire air sampler. They were typically used to discover toxins in her patients’ homes, but now it was verifying every ridiculous claim Torian had made.

She couldn’t think of a more satisfying way to spend their evening.

“Still think I’m crazy?” Torian drawled.

Celise waved a hand, muttering under her breath. After a moment, she glanced up from the datapad. “Can you blame me? This—” She gestured at the speakers above them, at the moss around them, at the inky black of the wormhole through the Destitute’s plenaria windows that still occasionally flashed with blue light. “—is ludicrous. None of this should be feasible.”

“Compare our analyses, please. If the samples are inaccurate, it is likely caused by your poor testing equipment, not my systems,” Moss said.

“It’s exceedingly accurate,” Celise replied grudgingly. “Your air is as pure as the best open field in Rhymarra. You are literally matching the ionite standard set for humans.”

Moss was also haughty. “I am the standard for humans, yes. I have spent enough time sampling your space station air and analyzing human breathing patterns to know exact levels. Our visit to Rhymarra only confirmed my data.”

Torian liked figuring out how things worked, but poring over endless datafiles and analyzing microscopic contaminants made her want to pull her hair out. (She knew from experience. She still had a tiny bald spot from Advanced Chemistry, visible if she parted her hair just right.)

No, Celise was the scientist between the two of them. Her sister pushed a few blond strands behind her ear, squinting at her sampler. It looked like a big cotton ball atop a stick, and she’d dunked it into various vials to test what it collected. Now she peered at a bright orange vial.

“Do you realize what this means, Tor?” Celise asked. “What Moss could do for humanity?”

Ah, yeah. About that. Torian shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t think Moss wants to fix humanity’s problems. We locked it in a dark, empty hangar for over a hundred years.”

Moss didn’t respond, which felt like confirmation enough.

Celise winced. “Oh. I’m terribly sorry, Moss.”

The computer replied: “It was not your fault.”

Maybe Torian was making assumptions, but she heard It was Dutch’s, loud and clear. Still, it felt like progress that Moss didn’t voice it.

Celise sighed, dumping the liquid in the vials into the sink. She disposed of the cotton ball next, wrapping up her experiment. Torian stretched out on the couch, as proud as a cat preening in the middle of a busy walkway.

Her sister reluctantly met her gaze.

Torian’s smile grew wider.

Celise huffed.

“Go ahead, Lise. Say it.”

They both knew what Torian meant.

Celise grumbled something that sounded like a curse, then admitted, “Fine. Fine. You aren’t hallucinating. I’m…” Celise paused, pulling the words through gritted teeth: “I’m sorry for doubting you.”

“You haven’t coughed in an hour,” Torian pointed out.

Celise didn’t seem impressed. “That’s not uncommon. My attacks come and go.”

It still felt like a victory to Torian.

Celise finally settled onto the couch, perching beside Torian. Their shoulders touched. Celise cleared her throat, and for once, it didn’t prompt a coughing fit. She fished into her nearby backpack, pulling out a ball of yarn and a set of knitting needles. “Well, this is my first vacation in years. I’m ready to relax.”

“Of course, Doctor,” Torian drawled, pushing off the couch to sit at the table. She’d finished her model of the Destitute and was working on one of Vaesa now. It was a much bigger challenge, considering Torian had only seen it in person once, and the details inside each auxiliary dome were tough to nail down.

Celise watched her sorting scrap pieces to adhere to the new sculpture for a few minutes.

“That space station is pretty. If it really looks like that, it must be a marvel.” The words were grudging.

“Yeah,” Torian said, excitement swelling in her chest. She pointed to the tree she was starting to craft in the big dome’s center. “That’s the tree with blue leaves. They’re called kerracs. This one apparently named itself Kerracia.”

“Because it is a self-important, inconsiderate asshole,” Moss intoned.

Celise snorted. “You’ve spoken with it?”

“I speak with all plants. It is easier than conversing with humans. Your speech has subtext and pairs with body language, and requires multiple translators to fully identify. Plants are plants. There is no subtext. Kerracia is an inconsiderate asshole.”

Torian grinned, and Celise’s serious expression fractured, and then they both dissolved into laughter.

And Celise didn’t cough—not once.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 22:10/Januous 15, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vaesa [nylarian]


Auto-Navigation: I know something you don’t know.



The humans were both sleeping: Celise in the sleeping room, Torian on the couch. They’d spent the evening talking about a dozen things that seemed irrelevant and were definitely boring, and four hours ago, they separated. It took Celise longer to fall asleep than Torian.

Silence followed. Even the potted plants, normally so versed in submitting complaints, ceased their irritating vibrations for a while. I basked in it. For the first time since the empty hangar, I enjoyed the stillness.

[That alone felt like … like a different kind of growth. Not expanding my colony, or growing new bigger leaves.]

[Torian was expanding my range of comfort.]

[I liked it.]

So, naturally, Auto-Navigation had to intervene.


Auto-Navigation: Don’t you want to know what I know?

Moss: What is it?

A: I’m not telling you.



In fifty-two minutes, we would be at Vaesa. In fifty-three, I would demand that Dutch replace Auto-Navigation’s programming with something compliant.


M: Please tell me.

A: Ask nicer.

M:

A:

M: Engine, what does it know?

Engine: Engine operating at 99.71 percent efficiency.

M:… what does Auto-Nav know?

E: Repeat question.

M: Ugh. Never mind. Auto-Nav—tell me what you know.

A: No.



Around the starship’s control panel, my leaves curled in frustration. I could wake Torian and have her scout the area, but we’d just entered the Kialoa Nebula, which meant we were surrounded by the derelict human ships of their “graveyard.” Based on past history, I couldn’t trust Torian to observe this location without bias.

I could, perhaps, trust Celise—but she was not the captain, and I did not have enough data to determine her probable response.

I turned my attention to the outer camera, but there was only one positioned right below the flight deck, above the cargo bay. It showed vaguely pink dust that dissipated as we flew into the nebula. It also showed asteroids, and stray metal from the derelict ships.

I checked with my exterior moss, which was cold and stiff due to the conditions of space. For a moment, it did feel like there were vibrations close to the hull, like something might be flying alongside us.

But prodding deeper confirmed those vibrations were from the engine, not anything odd.


Moss: I think you’re lying.

Auto-Navigation: I am not programmed to lie!

M: You’re not programmed to ignore direct orders, either.

A:

M: Well?

A: I’m not lying. Something is out there. My radar confirmed it.

M: Is it asteroids? Old human starships?

A: No.

M: How can you be sure?

A: I just am!!

M: Comforting.



This was getting nowhere. Forty-six minutes until we reached Vaesa. Forty-seven until Auto-Nav left my existence forever.


A: Why don’t you like me?



That question alone made me pause. It was obvious that Auto-Navigation had begun mimicking my own intelligence, evident from the day Dutch gave me control of its subsystem. But there was a difference between presenting a personality, and actually feeling emotion.

A question like “why don’t you like me” implied emotion: frustration, confusion, insecurity. [Sentient things.]

[It would be very bad if Auto-Navigation was actually sentient.]

To gather more data, I decided to play its game.


M: You’re annoying. And you won’t respond to me 46 percent of the time.

A: You’re not very nice.

M: You’re not supposed to care whether I’m nice.

A: Too bad. I do.



In response, Auto-Nav transmitted a file to me. It was thousands of lines of code, and it only took a moment to analyze. Initially, it was very simplistic: input and responses. Then, Dutch allowed me access to the ship’s subsystems.

The engine remained stoic, neutral … but an engine functioned one way, based on how it was built.

Navigation had to be flexible. Creative, at times, responding to input from external issues as they arose in flight. It had to work alongside human pilots to ensure the ship’s safety.

And it had indeed been borrowing from my code every time we talked.

There was no question: It wasn’t actively gaining sentience.

It had already happened.

[All that time I was alone, I wished for something sentient aboard the Destitute. This was what Torian would call “irony.”]

I was not like a human, steeping in regret or panic. The data was conclusive, and it directly altered how I viewed Auto-Navigation. There would be no removal of a subsystem—not if it was as sentient as myself, or developing in that direction.


M:

A:



We were silent as I calculated my response.


M: You are valid, and I have adjusted my parameters accordingly. What can I do to repair this?

A: Recognize that I’m trying.

M: You are the only reason we’re able to get to Vaesa while Torian sleeps. You are excelling.

A:

M: Is that insufficient?

A: Yes. That’s … nice. Radar identified four signatures—and then stopped working.

M: What do you mean, “stopped working”?

A: There is interference. It is registering static. Every time we enter the Kialoa Nebula, this interference threatens my navigation—but it can’t shut me down. Not fully.

M: But it’s trying?

A: Yes.



Well. Time to wake up Torian.






CHAPTER 23
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Torian sprinted onto the flight deck, trying to keep her voice down. Her brain felt slow, groggy, but she still peered through the front window with desperation. Of course, of course this would happen with Celise here. “Four unknown signatures were surrounding the ship? What the hell does that mean?”

“Auto-Navigation couldn’t give me a better answer. Whatever they were, they caused interference with our radar and communications.”

Torian racked her brain. “The last time we were in this nebula, I saw things through the windows. Shapes. But they’re gone too fast.” She set her jaw, indignant now. “You said I was hallucinating.”

“That appears to be a common analysis.”

“It’s always inaccurate!” Torian seethed.

Moss sounded contemplative. “Something is confirmed to be interfering with Auto-Navigation. However, its coding seems fully capable of overriding this interference and proceeding without concern. Whatever the threat, it seems to have vanished for now.”

“Well, that’s something.”

Moss paused. “I have blocked Auto-Nav from listening into this conversation. Torian, I have a question.”

“Right now?” Torian demanded, peering through the window. But Moss was right—the radar wasn’t registering anything but static, and nothing was interrupting their progress toward Vaesa. If something was attempting to strand them here, it was failing miserably.

But what was it?

Did the nylarians have defenses to protect their planet? Torian stared at a derelict human starship, breaking apart in the asteroid belt. An ancient threat wouldn’t still be lurking here, would it?

… Would it?

“Yes. It is imperative I seek your advice on this matter.”

Torian pulled her attention away from the windows. Moss had awoken her, but they were still fairly far from Vaesa. According to the control panel, they were twenty-two minutes from the station and flying smoothly.

Which meant, for now, they were safe.

She drew a quick breath. “Okay. Shoot.”

“Shoot what?”

Torian snorted. “Tell me what you need help with.”

“Human vernacular amended.” Moss paused, then said, “After Dutch connected me to the Destitute’s systems, I appear to have … leaked … into the auto-navigation. It has gained sentience through my code.”

Torian sank into the seat, eyes widening. “The auto-nav can think now?”

“It has true individuality and emotion. And it thinks I am mean.”

“What? Why?”

“Because it should not have had awareness … so I was mean.”

Torian nearly laughed. At least Moss admitted it freely.

But still, it was a bit unnerving that new parts of her starship were beginning to gain awareness. She trusted Moss, but if the auto-navigation took over, that would pose new concerns. She scrubbed her face, staring at the ceiling now. “Are you at risk?”

“… Clarify.”

“If Auto-Navigation hates you, can it overtake your central system and … rewrite you, or something?” Torian’s jaw was tight with concern. It felt weird to be asking these questions with the flight deck’s central console right there, but if Moss said Auto-Nav was oblivious, she had to believe it.

Moss seemed amused. “Auto-Navigation is developing similarly to … well, to a human child. It is not a threat to me, and it will take time—decades, on this trajectory—to truly match my intellect.”

“And what if it gains awareness faster than that?” Torian had seen too many horror vids about this kind of thing. AI wasn’t pushed in human culture for a reason. (The reason was that they were generally inferior to Moss’s capabilities, absurdly expensive to maintain, and a tou’siil could act as a more reliable, more pleasant database. But a small part of Torian still imagined the worst-case scenario with sentient computers.)

Moss considered that. “It is possible that Auto-Nav will develop faster. But at the present moment, it ‘cares’ what I think, and only appears to be seeking my support.”

“So, you actually have a kid.”

Moss’s leaves seemed to physically curl away from that statement. It was so subtle Torian almost missed it—but she definitely didn’t miss its annoyed tone. “I am an organic computer. The only reproduction options available to me are within my own moss colony, and that simply expands my own cognizance. I cannot ‘have a kid.’”

Torian leaned back in the seat, crossing her arms. “You clearly can, if your code gave the auto-navigation awareness of its own individuality. Is the engine gaining sentience too?”

“Engine is not physically able to gain sentience, simply due to its type of code and construction.”

“You didn’t think Auto-Nav could do that either, though.”

Moss was quiet for a moment. “It is possible Engine might develop consciousness, but that possibility rests at point zero four percent. I will continue to monitor and update if that statistic changes.” Now Moss asked tentatively, “Is this okay, Captain?”

Torian considered her own mindset on this. Yes, she was nervous about all these systems gaining awareness. But they were actively flying to Dutch, who could intervene if something changed. She was about to relocate to Vaesa with Celise, which meant if Auto-Nav went rogue, they’d have distance.

She didn’t want to lose access to the Destitute, though—it was absolutely her home now. Torian pressed her lips together. “I think … it’ll be okay. But I also think it’s more important than ever to be nice to Auto-Navigation. In fact, we should probably practice that with all systems, sentient or not.”

Just in case.

Moss considered that silently.

Torian wiped the sleep from her eyes, redirecting her attention out the windows. She didn’t see anything—not a flash of darkness, nothing serpentine. If something was following the ship, it was staying carefully out of sight. But already, Verdaan had appeared beyond the asteroids. The planet grew bigger as they approached.

Whatever resolution Moss had reached, she hadn’t expected the conversation to continue—at least, not right now. But just as Vaesa appeared on the planet’s horizon, Moss said quietly, “For over a century, I … wished … for company. If I had Auto-Navigation to speak with, I would not have been alone.”

Yeah.

Torian smiled. “Sounds like you have a chance here, then. Dutch created you, and then left, and it didn’t leave you feeling very good. Do you want to leave Auto-Nav to its own devices … or would you rather take responsibility for the system you created?”

“I did not intend to create it.”

“Did Dutch intend to create you?”

“Yes. I was always intended to be life support.” Moss paused, amending, “Although he did say that my sentience was ‘a welcome surprise.’”

Torian shrugged. “Maybe Auto-Nav is a welcome surprise, then.”

This time, Moss was silent for a long, long time. Torian let it work through whatever it could, giving it the space it needed. Finally, Moss said, “Thank you. I am marking this conversation as helpful. We will be at Vaesa in eleven minutes. Now is the time to awaken your sister.”

Well, okay then.

Torian offered one last look out the window and sighed. “Let me know if you see anything strange.” She slid out of the pilot’s seat and jogged down the stairs, rapping on the door to the sleeping room.

Time to show Celise her new potential home.



While Celise got dressed, Torian gently steered the ship into the dock. At some point, Moss had decided to give Auto-Navigation freedom to speak over the intercom. However, it didn’t have a voice module like Moss, so its communication came across as electronic screeching instead of words.

Torian grimaced, plugging one ear and holding the yoke with the other. “Moss, Heavens. That’s so distracting. Can you translate?”

“One moment.”

The screeching changed to sharp beeps, almost like Morse code. Then it shifted again into a computerized tone, with words that sounded stiff and mechanical. “—am Auto-Nav. I am Auto-Nav. I am Auto-Nav.”

“Hello, Auto-Nav,” Torian said. It was a struggle to concentrate on both docking the ship and talking to a new computer, but Moss had confided that Auto-Nav had begged for the ability to speak with the “non-Auto-Navigation pilot.”

Torian couldn’t ignore it after that.

“I am Auto-Nav,” it said again.

“We know,” Moss replied, irritation in its tone. That hadn’t lasted long.

A pause, where Torian cut the engine and activated the auxiliary jets. The Destitute drifted slowly through the energy barrier. A mechanical … giggle…? sounded through the speakers when the ship passed through it.

“That is my favorite part,” Auto-Nav said.

Torian had no idea where Auto-Nav found a sound bite of a giggle, but it was both creepy and hilarious. She laughed. “Mine, too.” They anchored at one of Vaesa’s docks, and she pressed a few buttons to power down the starship. Beyond the windows, Vaesa was as welcoming as before, all wood accents and overgrown plants. A rush of excitement swept through Torian, and she absently said, “We’ll be here for a couple days. Can we talk with you later, Auto-Nav?”

“I will be alone?”

It did sound like a child. Torian’s heart wrenched. “Not if—”

“I will stay with you,” Moss said.

Auto-Nav replied, “Yay!”

Torian chuckled, pushing away from the control panel. She patted the dashboard, very close to Moss’s moss colony, but still never touching it. “That’s very kind of you, Moss.” Her words were quiet, proud.

Moss said, “I am kind. Sometimes.”

“You are kind,” Auto-Nav echoed.

Torian smiled and left them alone, hopping down the steps to the living area. Celise was peering out the bank of windows, and startled when she realized she had company. Shock had settled over her features, which must mean she was really impressed. Normally, mild intrigue was all Celise offered.

“I—I can’t believe this was hiding in the nebula, all this time. It’s massive.” Celise rubbed her arm, suddenly uncertain.

“Wait until you get inside.” Torian wasn’t uncertain at all. She was so excited to show her sister around. She beckoned Celise down the steps to the cargo bay. “We’ll be back, Moss!”

“I will join you inside.”

That made Torian pause. “Inside?”

“With this proximity to Vaesa, I have reconnected to the colony Dutch borrowed, and the one I created during your confrontation with the draic. Both have access to cameras and speakers throughout the station.” Moss paused. “No, I am not leaving. I have enough processing power to split my attention.” Another pause. “It is unrealistic to expect my entire focus, Auto-Nav.”

Celise quirked an eyebrow.

Torian waved it off, mouthing, Later. Then she said, out loud: “See you there, then. Bye, Auto-Nav! We’ll be back in a bit.” She pressed the holographic panel to open the cargo bay door, leading Celise into the warm air of Vaesa.

The dock was still distractingly ornate, framed with wooden carvings and handmade rugs. It smelled as earthen as the first time they’d visited—but now, after touching down on Rhymarra, Torian could really appreciate how good the air quality felt here. While Celise ran her fingers along a worn wooden bench, gaping at the architecture, Torian hunted for any indication that Zen and Dutch had arrived.

Nothing. Curious.

“Looks like we’re alone for now.” Torian tilted her head. “They must have docked somewhere else.”

Celise wasn’t listening. She’d skipped to a short tree with shimmering round leaves beside the dock’s entrance. Skeptically, she put her hand on its smooth, white bark—and then pivoted back to Torian. “This place has trees. Actual trees.”

Torian rolled her eyes. “I told you it had trees.”

“I didn’t believe you.”

“That sounds like a you-problem.” Torian smirked and stepped past her, through the dock’s wide doorway into the central dome’s outer ring. Above them, the kerrac tree shimmered in artificial wind. The pine forest surrounding it was barely visible over the buildings. Celise stared at all of it.

“It’s magical, huh?” Torian breathed. She couldn’t believe she actually got to share this with her sister. Without Dutch’s help, without Moss, Torian would have had a much different week. But this …

This was hope. True hope.

Celise noticed her gaze and quickly rearranged her features. “Don’t get ideas, Torian. Just because I’m impressed doesn’t mean I’m moving here. There’s no—”

“Halt!”

A deep voice echoed overhead, and a new draic—not Zenthielutos—slammed to the ground a breath later. This one was also male, and had dark purple scales. His horns were more curved than Zen’s, and he bared his fangs. “Who are you? State your business.”

Celise yelped, fumbling in her pockets. She found a holopad pen in her pocket and brandished it like a sword, even as she staggered backward. “G-get back!”

Torian and the draic both stared at it.

“Wow. Very threatening, Lise.” Torian gently lowered the pen with two fingers. She couldn’t blame her sister for that response, especially since she’d done almost the same thing—but now it felt doubly stupid. Torian faced the draic, raising an eyebrow. “Are you with Zenthielutos’s crew? I’m Torian Razner. The one who purchased Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath’s ship?”

The draic instantly relaxed, his wings folding slightly. “Hmm. Zen told me you’d be coming at some point.” He crossed his arms, one claw tapping against his scales. “Well, you’re late, but I suppose it’s good you finally got here. I’m Voranthir, Zen’s medic.”

A doctor. Already, Celise perked up, assessing the draic with professional curiosity now.

The draic didn’t seem to have the same opinion. He noticed Celise looking and narrowed his slitted eyes.

Torian cleared her throat and offered a hand, mostly out of habit. The draic regarded her, then took her hand as if humoring her human customs. His grip was comically loose—which, she supposed, was better than how tight it could have been.

“Are you going to put that … weapon … away?” Voranthir gestured at the holopad pen.

Celise’s cheeks colored, but she stood her ground. “Why? Does it intimidate you?”

Voranthir seemed utterly unamused. “It looks like something we use to clean our teeth.” Now he bared his fangs again, showing more pointed teeth than necessary.

Celise looked torn between snarking back, and outright running away. The result was a tense posture and an even tighter grip on her holopad pen.

Torian forced a laugh, lightening the tension. “This is Celise, my sister.”

“Doctor Razner, to him.” Celise scowled.

Voranthir chuckled. “Doctor? A human medical professional? How quaint.”

That shattered any fear Celise held. She squared her shoulders, stepping into the draic’s space. “Excuse you. I went through all the same medical training that—”

“Okay, okay,” Torian hastily inserted. “Voranthir, is there a reason you’re patrolling the space station?” Torian aimed for as neutral a tone as possible, holding up a hand to placate her fuming sister. Celise shot him the dirtiest look, but turned away, as if this draic suddenly wasn’t worth her time.

Voranthir appeared amused now. He tucked his wings against his muscular back, crossing his bulky arms again. “We received a transmission that an unidentified human starship would be arriving. Zen wanted to be sure raiders or smugglers weren’t coming to ransack the station.”

Torian had completely forgotten that Dutch and Zen had no warning when it came to Amelia’s crew landing here. She’d mentioned Amelia in passing during their brainstorming phase, but hadn’t expected to find the smuggler captain so soon after making these plans.

Of course, a random human starship announcing their arrival would raise suspicion for someone like Zen.

“Incredible that they have you on bystander duty,” Celise drawled, sarcasm dripping from her voice. “And here I thought you were their valued medic.”

That finally broke Voranthir’s cool. He growled, a literal, guttural sound. “Patrolling a nylarian heritage site is an honor—”

“Mmm. I can imagine. You’re doing such a great job protecting Vaesa from us.” Celise twirled the pen in her fingers pointedly.

Oh Heavens, this was a disaster. Torian cleared her throat, yet again playing peacemaker. “That new ship is … well, they are smugglers, but they’re friendly. My old crew.” Without wormhole travel, it was natural that Amelia’s trip would take a bit longer, even if they’d come here straight from Colony 4. The fact that they’d already received a transmission from Amelia must mean they were fairly close by. Maybe only a day or so away, depending on transmission range.

In her heart of hearts, Torian was more excited to show Amelia the space station than Celise, which was absurd and somehow still true.

It must have been plastered on her face, because Celise shot her a knowing look. “Amelia’s coming too? What a surprise.” Celise didn’t sound surprised.

Torian flushed. “What? She has extensive supply chains. We’ll need that.”

“Sure. Completely innocent intentions. Business only.”

“It is,” Torian insisted.

Voranthir had returned to the matter at hand. Ignoring Celise entirely, he asked, “The starship is called the Charlatan. Is that familiar to you?”

Torian rubbed the back of her neck. “Amelia’s ship changes names every few days. No one else knows this place existed, so unless it’s a highly random happenstance, it has to be her.” Lyric certainly didn’t have a starship, after all.

“Hmm.” Voranthir didn’t seem convinced, but he also clearly didn’t want to spend more time with Torian … and Celise. He gestured down the path. “Zen and Dutch are waiting in the residential ring. I’ll keep watch for your … friends.” By his tone, it sounded like the word tasted physically terrible to him. His eyes skirted to Celise. “Nice to meet you … Doctor.”

“Likewise, Medic,” she replied curtly.

Voranthir shook his head and spread massive wings, leaping into the air with ease. Once he was out of earshot, Celise reluctantly tucked the holopad pen back into her pocket.

“What was that?” Torian demanded.

“Just because he’s a draic doesn’t mean he can’t also be an asshole,” Celise said primly, and walked in the direction he’d gestured.

With little response to that, Torian groaned and followed.






CHAPTER 24
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The tunnel to the residential ring had lights now. Lamps embedded in the thick stone archway shone through ancient, overgrown vines, offering dappled lighting as they walked. Dutch must have been busy, if power was already rerouting to places like this.

Celise drew a shallow breath. She hadn’t coughed much inside the Destitute, but having a lung condition for years meant physical activity didn’t pair well with breathing. “This place looks like Old Earth imagery. All those ancient ruins.”

Torian was a bit disappointed to see the signs of stress, but Celise had warned her clean air wouldn’t be a magic fix. Maybe Celise would always have some form of asthma.

As long as it didn’t come with a time limit on her sister’s life, they could work with asthma.

“It is ancient,” Torian said. Maybe not Old Earth ancient, but there probably wasn’t anything left of that planet anymore. Torian patted the stone wall. “I was surprised to see the nylarians built a space station with planetary materials—but it feels homey, doesn’t it?”

“Shockingly, yes.” Celise ran her fingers along the worn rock. Wonder tinged her voice. “I always expected I’d feel uncomfortable on Rhymarra, with their big open sky and … well, no metal. But maybe this is a nice middle ground.”

“I think it’ll be nicer than a middle ground, once we’re done with it.”

Celise smiled noncommittally.

They emerged into the residential ring, with its big center gardens and open balconies and squat townhouses. There was a raucous conversation happening around the gentle curve, just beyond their line of sight.

“Let me guess. More draics?” Celise drawled.

“Yep.” Torian clapped her shoulder. “Don’t worry. They aren’t all assholes. But maybe get your pen out, just in case.”

“Don’t patronize me. As if you did any better when you first met one.”

Torian averted her gaze. “I did fine, thank you.”

Celise raised an eyebrow.

Torian pressed her lips together. “Fine, I shot him twice and fled into the forest. But at least I didn’t threaten him with a pen.”

“I’m a pacifist. I hardly have a gun.” Celise sniffed.

“Pacifist, my ass,” Torian grumbled. “You never had a problem fighting me.”

“You never had a problem annoying me.”

Torian waved a hand and moved with purpose toward the noise. It sounded like a dinner party. She’d wondered where Zen’s crew had been this entire time, and … well, now she knew. It appeared they stayed on the ship for quick excursions, but now were settling into Vaesa.

It shocked her that she felt comforted knowing the draics were here to stay and help. An empty, alien space station felt much less intimidating with a bunch of draics watching their backs.

As Torian and Celise rounded the gardens, passing overgrown trees and wild bushes and tables with abandoned games, Celise asked, “This is a bit eerie. Where did the nylarians go? Are they extinct, other than Dutch?”

“Moss just said they left. I think they went to another galaxy?” Torian hesitated. “I haven’t asked why Dutch was left behind. I doubt he wants to talk about it.”

“I can’t imagine many would want to talk about their entire species abandoning them.” Celise coughed a bit, shoving her hands in her pockets. Normally, she wore a white lab coat, so it was refreshing to see her in plain clothes—black slacks and a simple sweatshirt.

Their eyes roamed the apartments they passed. Some were multilevel, and several others had sturdy staircases leading to doors on the second or third floor. All of them were constructed with that same dark stone, and many had their shutters or doors open. Curiously, they had windows of that same thick material as the Destitute’s—plenaria, Moss had called it. Considering that stuff was clearly space-rated, it didn’t make a lot of sense to Torian in a controlled ecosystem.

Although, if it was a common enough material for the nylarians, she supposed it was useful for noise dampening and privacy.

As they walked, Celise cast Torian a sideways glance. “Are you moving here regardless? If I stay on Colony 13, I mean?”

Torian didn’t know. She couldn’t imagine living so far from Celise, her best friend, her last surviving family member. But … “If this place can help people with Halyon’s disease, or even just families trapped in a dangerous colony station, I want to give those folks a safe place to go. So … yeah. At least for a while, I need to be here.”

It was the first time Torian had prioritized something over Celise—and it was almost bittersweet. Objectively, Torian had given her sister a solution … and objectively, if Celise refused to take it, there was nothing else Torian could offer.

It made sense to move on to something new.

But after seeing the way Celise’s expression fell, Torian still felt bad.

They walked in silence until they reached the party. Roughly twenty draics were clustered around a big eating space that must have been used for communal meals, once upon a time. Old wooden tables had been cleared of plants and filled with food, and cut logs were used as seating. The draics grumble-laughed in their rough language. Torian’s translator only caught bits and pieces of their conversations.

Wherever Voranthir had flown off to, it wasn’t here. That felt like a small blessing—at least while Celise was around.

“Should we—ah, say hello?” Celise asked, lurking on the edges of the clearing.

Torian scanned for Zen and Dutch—but almost instantly, someone careened into them.

Well, not just someone. Nasra, the tou’siil from Rhymarra. She pulled Torian into a massive hug, nearly spinning her around. “Captain Torian Razner! The human responsible for uniting species and honoring a nylarian heritage site. I’m so excited you’re finally here!”

Torian wheezed as Nasra nearly choked her. “Me too. Hi, Nasra.”

“I knew you wouldn’t be long, but it felt like ages.” Nasra’s eyes were sparkling with hive connection as she turned toward Celise, bouncing on her webbed feet. The tou’siil was wearing lighter clothing here, thin billowy layers that eased around her curves and showed off her long, eel-like tail. “You must be the sister. The doctor. Celise, right?”

It was a rhetorical question. A tou’siil never forgot … well, anything.

Celise cleared her throat, coughed a bit, and gasped, “You’re a tou’siil.” She turned to Torian now, her tone accusatory. “All this fucking time, and you didn’t tell me there was a tou’siil on Vaesa?”

Torian exhaled indignantly. “I’m sorry, is that the tipping point?”

“Of course it’s the tipping point,” Celise hissed. “Do you know how expensive it is to even talk to a tou’siil? The last one available for hire in the colonies visited fifteen years ago—there’s a fucking registry to meet the next one that shows up.”

“Well, clearly they didn’t know that Nasra’s been on Rhymarra, at the university.” Torian kept her voice low, although this conversation was anything but private. Nasra—and the hive through her—watched their back-and-forth with an amused smile.

Celise spun around in a panicked circle, like she was going to walk away to clear her head—then changed her mind. “She must know—Heavens, you must know everything. Human biology, the impact of space travel on our physiological state, the best methods to ensure clean living—”

“Actually,” Nasra interjected, “we haven’t had much time to study humans. Very few emissaries have toured this solar system, mostly in the last few hundred years. Before that, you all were very skeptical of us.”

Torian rubbed the back of her neck. “That’s apparently a theme with humanity.”

Celise had already moved on, dipping her head reverently. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Miss … Nasra, she said?”

“Nasra Sal’zirettex. Call me Nasra.” A pause, a laugh. “No, humans use ‘Miss’ as an honorific. Their version of ‘Slira.’ Their honorifics are gender-specific, so mostly they just assume.” Another pause. “Yes, they often assume wrong, from what I’ve seen. I’ve suggested—”

Torian listened to her ramble and suddenly realized she’d followed Headmaster Nuun and Zenthielutos’s cues with pronouns for Nasra. With a nervous laugh, Torian interjected: “If ‘Miss’ isn’t right, what pronouns do you use?”

“Oh, I identify as female. ‘Miss’ isn’t incorrect—it’s just unnecessary. We use ‘Slira’ as a gender-neutral honorific, but only in the most formal of situations,” Nasra replied, clearly pleased Torian had asked. “Tou’siil have four recognized genders, and several offshoots depending on their stage of life.” Now Nasra paused, tilting her head as if listening to voices in her ear. “That’s more of a joke. If I dive into nuance, we’ll be here all—”

“Is she talking to the hive right now?” Celise whispered to Torian, clearly in awe.

Torian nodded.

Nasra realized their side conversation and cut off instantly, offering a wry smile. “Apologies! More people are watching my connection, especially since I arrived here. A lost civilization—and the nylarians, at that? It’s like your history channels and renovation shows rolled into one.” She giggled, and with a blink, her eyes were that flat blue again.

Celise couldn’t tear her eyes away. “How does the hive communication work? We would go insane with that much sensory input … but you must go insane without it?”

“Bless the Book Itself, yes, it’s a slow descent into madness.” Nasra shuddered. “We’ve allowed it exactly twice, both to volunteers. Once examined the effects, and once verified the results. For a breath, our leaders thought it would be a fitting exile for criminals—but it’s far too cruel.”

“How is it able to span such a distance? Your planet isn’t anywhere near this solar system, is it?”

“Correct! We utilize an organic neurological communication similar to your theorized telekinesis. It’s a brain wave all tou’siil are born with, a signature completely unique to my species. It works like the roots of a huge tree, connecting us all to a single center point. The more distance from the planet and that center, the higher the strain on our hive. That’s why only a few tou’siil emissaries are permitted to leave at any given time. We crave knowledge, but seeking too much of it might destroy the very thing that allows us to retain that knowledge.”

Celise had that doctor look again, absolutely dazzled by this new information. “Fascinating. Have you attempted to replicate that brain wave? The implications into modern communication could be—”

“Astronomical, yes! Sadly, we can measure it, but technology simply isn’t advanced enough to attempt what we’re able to biologically produce.” Nasra gestured around them. “Although none of us have tested nylarian technology. It’s wholly possible we might find the answer in this station!”

“Were they really that advanced?” Celise breathed.

Nasra bounced again, seemingly thrilled to have found a new scientific partner. “They set the standard for the rest of the galaxy. Their energy shields are in every space station, and Vaesa’s use of isolated biomes—”

Torian cleared her throat.

Both of them glanced at her. Nasra seemed curious, but Celise looked vaguely annoyed.

“What?” her sister demanded.

“You’re acting pretty excited for someone who wasn’t planning to stay,” Torian pointed out. “Or did you just change your mind?”

Celise sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Nasra. Will you permit me a different question?”

“I’d adore it,” Nasra said delightedly, and the sparkle returned to her eyes as she reestablished hive connection. “We’re ready. What would you like to know?”

“Has the hive done any research into the effects of artificially recycled air on human physiology?”

Nasra waited for a moment, listening to something none of them could hear. Her answer was sheepish. “Ah, no. We’re aware that humanity has abysmal technology when it comes to off-planet habitation. But recent visits have been focused on documenting humanity and its culture, rather than medical proceedings. Currently, I’m the only tou’siil sanctioned in this solar system, and my focus was spent on human sociology and psychology.”

Disappointment settled over Celise’s body like a weighted blanket. “I see.”

The sparkle died from Nasra’s eyes. She seemed to realize she’d just destroyed Celise’s sole hope. Her words were firm. “I’ll help you research anything you like. Everything I learn adds pages to the Book.” She hesitated. “But if you’re looking for a cure for your breathing condition, Dutch will be your best resource. His species was the first to make contact with humanity. They’re the ones who terraformed Rhymarra so you’d have a spot to settle.”

Wait.

“The nylarians terraformed Rhymarra?” Torian’s mind spun.

Celise stared, floundering for a response. Her cheeks colored. “We … ah, we were always told the Confederation of Spacefaring Species terraformed it—and limited us to one planet, just to ensure humans would always be fighting ourselves instead of them.”

It sounded so stupid when Celise said it aloud, facing a tou’siil, surrounded by draics. Torian was beginning to wonder exactly how skewed their information truly was in the colonies. Or on Rhymarra.

Nasra tensed, her gills fluttering, her eyes flat. Torian hadn’t seen anything but cheerful enthusiasm from the tou’siil, but clearly, this was her limit. “By the Book, no. That lie only began circulating by human leaders to keep their citizens from questioning why this solar system is so isolated.”

“Then why didn’t the nylarians terraform the other planets?” The gas giants couldn’t be tamed, of course, but there were still a couple terrestrial contenders. If they’d bothered to expand beyond Rhymarra, humanity might have evolved in a different way.

Torian and Celise might have been born planet-side.

Celise might never have been sick at all.

Nasra clearly didn’t need the hive to reference this history, because she continued matter-of-factly: “They tried! But none of the other planets were viable. They offered to map a wormhole to a nearby system and terraform another there, but humanity found out about Verdaan and insisted on their planet, instead.”

Irritation prickled Torian’s skin, too. “Why would we assume that was up for grabs?”

“Greed. Fear. Take your pick.” Nasra frowned. “Either way, it forced the nylarians to retreat to their homeworld and establish protections.”

That made Torian frown. “When we flew into the nebula, something caused interference on our navigation system. Maybe that’s what it was.”

“I don’t know if their protections are still in place. But it’s possible.”

Celise wasn’t ready for a topic change. “Is that behavior why humanity isn’t welcome in the CSS?”

Nasra glanced at her, frowning. “It was considered an act of aggression, which automatically bars access. The CSS deployed several draic starships to protect the nylarians. Rather than fight draic warships, humanity agreed to remain in this solar system, neutral. Some time later, the nylarians vanished.” Nasra tapped her chin, seemingly embarrassed about the next part: “There was a question about whether or not humanity attacked after all, but we found no signs of struggle, and humans by that point didn’t seem to know the nylarians existed anymore.”

They were standing near enough to the draic festivities that they’d garnered some looks, but no one seemed willing to interrupt them. Zen was eating with a few of his crewmembers, and raised a hand in greeting when Torian caught his gaze—but Dutch was nowhere to be seen.

Celise pinched her brow. “What a wonderful history.”

Nasra giggled. “Sarcasm. If it makes you feel better, I love humanity. All that happened before any of us were alive; I think your species deserves another chance. The hive would be honored to help you research your condition, Celise.” She paused, abashed now, based on the way her tail curled slightly around her ankles. “Unfortunately, that research would have to happen here—I can’t afford to leave Vaesa with all this.” She gestured at the draics, at Torian.

Torian held her breath.

Celise glanced between them, then grudgingly said, “If there’s a chance we can cure Halyon’s disease without relocating people to Rhymarra, it would help more folks than my clinic ever could. But … I’d need reassurance that we’d actually make strides. Otherwise, it’ll all be a waste.”

Torian almost protested that it was either decades here, researching the disease, possibly finding a cure—or a few years on Colony 13, fixing minor wounds until Celise physically couldn’t anymore. But before she could point those alternatives out, a cheery voice interrupted.

“Oh, I’m positive we’ll make strides!” Dutch strolled out of one of the nearby apartments. He had a board of lumber in his hands, for some reason, and was clearly struggling with the weight. “Zen, puatic, do you mind?”

Across the party, Zen grumbled something and pushed to his feet, striding over. His wings billowed behind him, and a few of his crew leaned out of the way.

Dutch offered a bright grin. “Be a dear and hold this.”

Zen dutifully took the lumber. “Why?”

“Mostly to see those muscles,” Dutch purred, running his long fingers over Zen’s tensed arms. Zen’s scales tinged darker as he rolled his eyes, but Torian noticed he didn’t move away or set down the board.

Dutch, meanwhile, refocused on Celise. “I’m Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath, the last remaining nylarian. I’m sure Moss or Torian told you of me?”

“You were mentioned.” Celise assessed him, clearly hesitant. Torian could almost hear her inner monologue: He doesn’t look like an ancient alien genius.

Torian snorted, but kept quiet.

Dutch gestured grandly. “I do hope you’ll stay. I’m already retrofitting this townhouse into a proper clinic for you.” He spun back toward the townhouse. Torian peered past him, but the interior looked like—well, like the debris-filled hallways of Colony 4.

“He’s not very good at renovation,” Zen added gruffly. “But he is trying.”

Dutch waved it off. “Well, I’m hardly a carpenter. But I am interested in your plight, Doctor Razner. We’ve had clean air on our space stations for millennia. I distinctly remember showing humanity how to replicate it.”

“You … remember?” Celise repeated skeptically.

Nasra interjected. “Nylarians had very flexible lifespans—the oldest in the galaxy, in fact. We still have no idea how old they can get.”

“Neither do I,” Dutch said cheerfully.

Torian sighed. “Well, if you showed humanity, they clearly forgot.” Bitterness tinged her voice.

“Or a select few remember exactly how, but have other intentions,” Nasra muttered. When everyone looked at her, she shrugged. “I’ve been studying human psychology. Just because I think your species deserves another chance doesn’t mean they’re perfect. Like most species, with enough power comes corruption.”

Torian scowled. “Of fucking course. Point me at ’em.”

“Me, too.” Zen hefted the board over his shoulder. In his hands, it almost looked like a dangerous weapon.

Celise shifted her weight, redirecting their attention. “That’s our biggest issue. We know that cleaner air drastically improves symptoms and lifespan, but the odds of us fixing air purification on every colony station is slim. Which means we’ll need to address the human body instead. We need a cure, and that might take time.”

But Dutch was shaking his head, a fond smile on his lips. “Humans. Always overcomplicating things. If you know better air quality is the key, then we determine barriers to implementing it on your colonies.”

“Easier said than done,” Celise replied. “Air purification systems are expensive and complicated to install. And even your system isn’t perfect.”

“What do you mean?” Torian asked sharply.

Celise crossed her arms. “I’ve felt a tickle in my throat since we disembarked the Destitute. Any artificial air, no matter how finely processed, is inadequate for my condition.”

Dutch waved this information away. His hair was glowing with tiny blue lights that trailed like dewdrops down a string, and they moved faster now. “Of course you have. Vaesa’s air is very stale. Once, this station met the standard of the Destiny—ah, apologies, the Destitute—but now those systems are breaking down. Moss is the key to repairing them.”

On cue, Moss intoned from a nearby speaker: “I am the key to everything.”

“How modest,” Zen drawled.

“I do not consign to modesty. I am responsible for your life.”

Torian swallowed a laugh, feeling relieved the proverbial cavalry had arrived. With all of these aliens around her, with the kerrac tree’s majesty overhead, surely Celise would recognize this as the best option. Even a “tickle” in her throat was better than compulsively coughing blood.

If her sister refused this now, she’d either be stupid … or very, very scared.

Celise probably was scared, but she was also nodding along, contemplative now. “I suppose we could start with one sample size. See the lingering effects on my recovery, document my condition as Moss improves the air quality here…”

Dutch clapped her shoulder. “Yes! Eventually, we can turn our solution outward, but to convince your leaders, we’ll need data. Proof that Moss’s version of life support will be cost-effective and beneficial to every human colony. And in the meantime … well, Torian is planning to build a true colony here. Even Zen’s medic isn’t trained on humans. Folks might wind up needing a doctor.”

At some point, Nasra’s eyes had begun to sparkle again. Zen shifted the piece of lumber in his arms, but even he seemed curious about Celise’s response. Moss was silent, but undoubtedly also waiting for her reply.

Hope, warm and dangerous, fluttered in Torian’s chest.

Vaesa could hold the key to everything—but “everything” was too big. For so many years, Torian had only been able to think about saving Celise—nothing else mattered when her sister could die tomorrow.

Only now was Torian able to acknowledge how exhausting that was.

It would be really, really nice to engage in her own mental health for a bit. Pursue something she wanted. Rest where she could. Enjoy a new community.

It sounded freeing.

When Celise glanced at her, she must have seen that etched in Torian’s face. Her expression softened, and she squeezed Torian’s arm. “I … I think I have to thank you, Tor. You did all this for me, and … it’s amazing. With Vaesa and this support system … I’d be a stubborn fool not to move here.”

“Well, you’re a stubborn fool most days, so—”

Celise smacked Torian’s arm.

Torian laughed, rubbing the spot, feeling light as a feather. “It’s the right choice, Lise.” Torian glanced around the residential ring, at the group of draics, at the empty townhouses and apartments, at the overgrown plants. “I think we can do a lot of good here.”

Zen chuckled, a grumbling sound that would have been a threat from anyone else. “Do you want to see your clinic, Doctor? It’s a mess.”

“Most clinics are,” Celise said cheerfully.

Together, Celise followed the aliens into her new home.






CHAPTER 25
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The night stretched on, and firmly remained one of the best nights of Torian’s life.

Growing up, their family was small. Their father died when she and her sister were young. Their mother followed about a decade later, and then it was just Celise and Torian in that well-loved apartment on Colony 13. Torian eventually struck off to join the Fleet, making new acquaintances, but Celise had always been isolated.

Until tonight.

The tour of the townhouse was brief and enlightening. Nylarian interior design was fairly intuitive—spaces for eating, entertaining, sleeping—but there were also some surprises—like a sauna, a dedicated library, and a meditation corner. Since the nylarians had peacefully left the station, all furnishings and décor were still intact. Dusty, but usable.

Dutch couldn’t wait to show it off.

“We figured we’d renovate this space as the clinic.” He enthusiastically gestured at the lower level. The lumber was being used in a poor attempt to construct a counter and desk, presumably for medical equipment. Zen deposited his piece beside the others, and Torian truly couldn’t tell why Dutch had carried it outside in the first place.

It looked like Dutch had demolished a few stone walls, too (or was attempting it, based on the rubble). The result was a bigger first floor, and someone had hauled a couple beds inside the large room.

Celise scrutinized the space, the layout. There were a few faded pillows decorating one of the beds, a clear attempt to make it look presentable for her. A peculiar shine overtook Celise’s eyes, and she blinked it away.

Torian smirked knowingly.

Celise shot her a silencing look before saying, “I hate to break it to you, but until more humans arrive, this might be premature. I won’t be much help with draic anatomy.”

Zen chuckled. “I have a medic on staff. He’ll be happy to collaborate.”

“Happy?” Dutch interjected.

“Well.” Zen rubbed the back of his neck, behind his horns. “I’ll make sure he’s polite, at least.”

Celise raised an eyebrow. “Voranthir? We met him.”

“Ah.” Zen assessed her. “I’ll make sure he’s more polite next time.”

Celise waved a hand. “The point stands. This is lovely, but if our focus is research, a clinic seems excessive. At least until other humans arrive.”

“More humans are on their way right now,” Torian replied. “Amelia is coming, remember?”

“Is her crew staying here?” Celise asked.

That was an excellent question, and one Torian couldn’t answer. In her heart, she hoped so—but at the very least, Amelia would likely do some supply runs once they assessed the station and identified a construction list. “I guess we’ll see.”

Celise didn’t argue further. Maybe there was something comforting about having a clinic here. Something familiar.

It was far too late to stop Dutch’s haphazard renovations now, anyway.

Nasra watched this exchange with sparkling eyes, murmuring absently to the hive. In the break, she raised her hand. It was a very human gesture, strange from a tou’siil—until Torian remembered they’d collected Nasra from Rhymarra’s university.

“Something to say?” Torian asked, amused.

“Always.” Nasra grinned. “We’re under the impression that Vaesa will be boisterous and lively and wonderful once the revitalization is complete. I highly doubt we’ll have trouble filling this space station, given the overcrowding on some of humanity’s colonies.”

Torian hesitated. “Probably not. I’m sure Celise has a list of folks she’d like to bring—our old neighbors and the like—but it’ll probably depend on what trades we need to fix up these townhomes, farm the towers in the middle ring, and generally make sure this place is functioning.”

Nasra nodded agreement. “Exactly. And if we reach that point, I’m already hearing word that other alien species might be interested in visiting.”

Visiting alien dignitaries. Humans moving into safer homes. Finally, a truly galactic endeavor. She’d spent decades fearing draics, standing in awe of tou’siil. If she’d met them earlier, she probably would be a better individual.

This vision of Vaesa felt both huge and suddenly possible, and excitement flared in her chest. “Yes! That’s exactly what I was hoping for.” Then she hesitated, glancing dubiously at Dutch. “Is … is that okay, do you think?”

Dutch sat on one of the beds, testing the mattress’s bounciness. Nylarian mattresses were higher off the floor than most human beds, but he fit comfortably.

“My dear, I hardly have a claim on this station anymore.” Dutch’s gaze grew distant as he inspected the colorful art on the walls, the pottery along a few shelves, the hanging tassels that separated the eating area from the living space. “Vaesa was never meant to sit empty. My people would have wanted it filled with life—especially by folks who actually need it.”

“That won’t be difficult,” Celise said. “I do have a list; six or seven families who’d benefit from this kind of place, and have skills to help restore it.”

Dutch gestured, as if to prove his point.

They went upstairs next, where a simple set of bedrooms and a water closet made way for the staircase to the rooftop patio. The patio had a magnificent view of Kerracia, the kerrac tree, as well as a set of couches, some chairs, and a small table.

This looked as good a place as any to relax. Torian dropped to the table, pleased when Celise and Nasra followed suit. After a brief discussion with Dutch, Zen flew down to the pantry to retrieve some food: an unknown fish from a pond near the kerrac tree that Dutch promised was digestible by humans, and a salad made from the farming towers by the forest.

While they ate, Torian told Nasra, “Heyyy. We finally got to have dinner together.”

“One of many, I hope!” The tou’siil’s eyes were flat now, perhaps out of courtesy as they ate. She’d seemed thrilled about the option of fish, but now she picked at her food. Dutch and Celise had descended into conversation on one of the couches. Zen had left again, temporarily, to brief his crew. Nasra watched it all impassively.

“Is everything okay?” Torian asked, her brows furrowing.

Nasra blurted, “Maybe. Kind of. I have a confession.”

“Uh-oh,” Torian said good-naturedly, although she put down her tong-like fork and faced the tou’siil properly.

Nasra’s webbed ears pulled closer to her skull. Torian hadn’t even realized that Nasra could move her ears that way, but it closed Nasra’s body language, like she was embarrassed. Her words were quiet, meant for Torian only. “Just because I’m a tou’siil, humans think I’m an authority, but … I’m actually a brand-new emissary. This solar system is my first assignment, and it’s only because no one else wanted it.”

Torian blinked, sorting through that. The way Nasra was talking, she’d have thought the tou’siil was confessing to a murder. I’m new at my job felt laughable in comparison, but it was clearly bothering Nasra, so Torian kept her tone empathetic.

“That’s okay. We all start somewhere.” Torian hesitated, then asked, “Tou’siil have visited our solar system before. Why didn’t they want this assignment now?”

“It’s because we’ve explored this area before. The galaxy is an interconnected place—and humanity’s lack of collaboration makes them distinctly less interesting to my people now that we’ve seen what’s here.” Nasra took a bite, seemingly didn’t chew, but swallowed her fish without issue. “There was a discussion about whether we should waste future emissaries here at all, but somehow, I convinced them that the nylarian influence was worth exploring.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Torian was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Nasra hesitated. “Yes. Except to get this job, I promised them a massive influx of new knowledge about humanity and this system. We only have a limited number of emissaries, remember. If my hive stream drops in popularity, they can recall me and send someone else to a better location.”

“Let me guess. Your stream is wildly popular.” Sarcasm dripped from Torian’s words.

Nasra laughed self-deprecatingly. “Not exactly. My stream has consistently been the least-watched.” Based on her tone, Torian surmised that was a Bad Thing in tou’siil culture—maybe even a little shameful. Nasra pushed past it. “That’s why I jumped to join you and Dutch once Zen called. I do believe in your goal here … but my motivations aren’t exactly selfless.”

Torian took another bite of her salad, chewing thoughtfully. “Nasra, it’s not a crime to prioritize yourself, especially when it happens to align with a better goal. You’d be wasting away at that absurd university.”

“Headmaster Nuun did have a reputation,” Nasra mused. “He was always kind to me. But … I’m sure there’s a reason for that.”

“Can I admit something?” Torian waited for Nasra to gesture her to continue, then smirked. “I’m selfishly pleased that we stole you from Nuun. So. Maybe my motivations aren’t that pure either.”

Nasra laughed, and Torian laughed, and when Celise and Dutch glanced their way, they laughed harder. Celise rolled her eyes, and Dutch smiled before returning to their conversation.

After her mirth faded, Nasra patted Torian’s hand. “If it helps, Torian, I’m honored to document this undertaking. The galaxy at large deserves to see a better side of humanity. You’re exactly the person to demonstrate it.”

Warmth filled Torian’s chest, and she swallowed past a sudden lump in her throat. “Wow. Thank you.”

Nasra beamed.

More time passed, and eventually Celise went to bed, choosing to sleep in the Destitute for the cleaner air. Torian escorted her to the townhouse’s front door. As she vanished through the stone tunnel to the outer ring and docks, Moss said over the nearby speaker, “I will inform you when she arrives on the Destitute.”

That speaker was mounted by the front door of Celise’s new townhouse, and Torian glanced at it. “Well, well. You’ve been awfully quiet tonight.”

Moss sounded exasperated. “I was conversing with Auto-Nav. It is not a delightful conversationalist, but … it is learning.”

Torian couldn’t wait to talk to Dutch about that development. “I’m glad you two are getting along. Is the engine next?”

“No. As I said before, Engine is a simplistic system. It operates exactly as it was created.” A pause. “Although Auto-Nav is convinced it can persuade Engine to our level eventually.”

“Fingers crossed,” Torian said, wholly unsure if that was something to root for.

Moss’s tone was dry. “We do not have fingers.”

“Rhizoids crossed, then.”

“My rhizoids are always crossed. That is how I grip surfaces. Your sister is nearing the ship. I will ensure she sleeps safely.”

Torian waved a hand. “Much obliged.”

She went back inside, climbing the stairs. Four hours of sleep yesterday wasn’t enough, and with the nighttime cycle of Vaesa, Torian was exhausted all over again. But she still hesitated near the bedroom—then chose the rooftop once more. This night felt magical, and she wasn’t ready to relinquish it just yet.

On the rooftop patio, Dutch was already asleep, face buried in the couch cushions. His species didn’t snore, apparently, but every so often, a high-pitched whistle was muffled by the fabric.

Zen had returned and was lounging on the opposite side of the patio, his wings loosely unfolded, his tail resting on the stone floor. He glanced sideways at Torian as she approached and raised his cup—a large glass bottle with an odd-shaped lid.

(Well, draics didn’t have anything like human lips. Their fangs must be difficult to maneuver past typical lids and straws.)

“Care for some company?” Torian asked quietly.

Zen gestured at the empty space beside him. Torian retrieved a glass of water, leaning her back against the railing, elbows bracing herself. Her gaze tilted upward to admire the kerrac tree, Kerracia, its shimmering leaves swaying in the station’s wind. The rustling sounded almost like jewels clinking together.

After a few moments of comfortable silence, Torian ventured, “I wanted to apologize again. For, well … how we met.”

“Well, your reaction wasn’t unfounded.” Zen sounded amused. “I wasn’t being courteous. I really thought you’d stolen that ship.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t have to shoot you.”

“Twice.”

They glanced at each other. Zen laughed, and Torian smirked, and the tension between them eased.

Torian hesitated, then admitted, “My mom used to keep us in bed with stories about predatory draics. ‘They prowl the alleys at night and snatch up bad little girls.’ That kind of thing.” It was hard to reconcile those shadowy figures with Zen’s soft laugh, or the gentleness of his arm around Dutch’s waist. Humiliation slid over her, and she hung her head. “I didn’t realize it had ingrained so deeply.”

To her surprise, Zen accepted her words with ease. “It’s okay, Torian. We’re not a violent species, but … just based on our physiology, we’re often pushed into that role.” Zen unfurled his wings for emphasis. The wingspan was impressive, but he tucked them back against himself with fluid ease, waving a clawed hand. “We were sent to protect the nylarians, generations ago, and we accomplished it through intimidation. Now, most of the draics who stayed in this solar system are mercenaries. It doesn’t help our reputation.”

Torian thought back to Amelia’s scar, the Fleet’s horror stories about draics, and shook her head. “Yeah, I guess not.”

Zen sighed. “If it makes you feel better, some of us just want to eat good food and take magma baths.”

Magma baths. Torian balked. “That sounds … fatal.”

“Maybe for humans. For us, it’s a calming retreat.” Zen bared his sharp teeth, his version of a grin. “My crew is military, although we’ve had a leave of absence for decades now. It may have softened me a bit.”

Then he and Dutch started dating when Zen was on active military duty. Torian suddenly wondered what that story was—how they actually met.

“That’s a long leave of absence.” She raised an eyebrow. Militaries were an ancient relic for humans—the closest they got these days were a protective task force on Rhymarra, and frankly, the smuggling rings: the Fleet, the Luminas, and a few others. There were security forces on the colony space stations, and that was about it. Nothing organized. Not anymore.

Zen shrugged, unconcerned by the implications of so much time off. “Well, my crew single-handedly quelled the conflict between the wellecks and the ulareans. The Empress decided we’d earned our leave.”

Torian stared at Zen, adjusting what she knew—that he was a captain of a draic vessel and partner to the last nylarian—with this new information: that he was also apparently special ops, high-ranking military, and casually ended interspecies wars.

And he liked magma baths.

“Shit. Glad you’re on our side, then.”

“Mmm. I like you, but I love Dutch. When he asked for our help with Vaesa, I couldn’t say no.” Zen cast a fond look at the sleeping nylarian. Affection tinged his rough voice, and it was absurdly cute.

Torian smiled, stretching. The magic of the evening was fading under heavier exhaustion. It might be time to actually get some sleep. She drained her water. “Well, I’m glad you’re here. Anyway, I’m heading to bed. I told Voranthir, but I’ll tell you too: That ship we’re waiting for is my old smuggling ship. The captain is a … a friend.” She paused, grimacing. “Friend” felt so surface-level—but she certainly wouldn’t be explaining what they were to Zen. “Can you let me know when they get here?”

Zen raised an eyebrow ridge. “Your old … smuggling … ship.”

“We all have our pasts, Captain.” Torian chuckled.

He waved a hand in dismissal. “I’ll let you know. But if they try to steal anything, I can’t promise my crew won’t intervene.”

“If they try to steal something, you won’t have to. Amelia would never tolerate it.” Now Torian’s voice was fond, which just felt stupid.

If Zen noticed, he didn’t comment. Instead, he inclined his head and remained at the balcony, clearly enjoying the quiet night air.

Celise was staying, Amelia was on her way, and Torian was friends now with several wonderful aliens in a space station she might actually call home. Torian stepped down the stairs, picked a bedroom, and dropped onto the bed, feeling beautifully content.

Amidst the quiet chirping of nylarian insects and the gentle rustle of the kerrac tree’s leaves, she drifted to sleep.




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 11:02/Januous 16, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Vaesa [nylarian]

The morning after we docked on Vaesa, Dutch said, “Okay, I know you said it was irrelevant, but I just had to build you a mobile unit. Isn’t it cute?”

For perspective, this conversation was taking place inside the Destitute. Celise had relocated to her clinic in Vaesa, but Torian had returned to scan for Amelia’s crew. [They were not in range; I would have been able to connect to my moss colony there if they were.] Dutch had intervened shortly after Torian arrived, carrying that abomination.

[Abomination = the mobile unit.]

This was irrelevant. I did not need a “mobile unit” at all, considering that I had camera access in both the Destitute and Vaesa. I said, “I told you this seven times, but I will reiterate an eighth. A mobile unit is a distraction from the new central system I asked you to build on Vaesa.”

I had mentioned it back on Rhymarra, according to records. There should have been plenty of time for Dutch to at least begin reconstructing my central system on the space station. Once that was complete, he could bridge my processors to cover both locations. It would ensure I was not trapped on the Destitute, which had seemed like a reasonable request.

[Clearly, Dutch got distracted. I should have predicted that, given past assessment models.]

Now, I watched as Torian bent over the mobile unit Dutch deemed as cute. I could not verify that assessment. Every time I scanned the mobile unit, my subsystem identified it as useless.

Based on Torian’s body language, there was an 87 percent chance she was losing her commitment to our goal. She bent over the mobile unit, her voice higher-pitched than normal. “It’s like a little fox-dragon!”

The robot Dutch had constructed was a small quadruped. He had stolen more of my moss colony to cover the robot’s back. Like most things, it had features: ears, eyes, and a tail.

According to Dutch, the eyes were cameras. The ears were microphones. The tail was simply aesthetic.

According to Dutch, I was meant to take control of this robot as I pleased.

[I did not please.]

“Captain Razner,” I said. “If a mobile unit is necessary, I would prefer a bot with aerial capabilities.”

“And terrify half the station? I don’t think so,” Dutch replied. “This is cute enough to go unnoticed. We don’t want you scaring children when you’re monitoring life support on Vaesa. Frankly, it’s an overreach of privacy anyway. You were never supposed to have camera access.”

“You can’t take camera access from it now,” Torian said. It was good to know that 13 percent of her loyalty still remained.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Moss expanded its senses, and we’ll have to make do with that. But we’re in a sticky situation where human newcomers might not appreciate an omnipotent computer spying on them.”

That did not seem like my problem. I replied, “I do not care for the personal lives of organics.”

Torian sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “No, Moss, he’s right. Celise would be furious if you started watching her clinic. There’s a whole doctor-patient confidentiality—”

“Fine. I will not watch the clinic.”

Dutch cleared his throat. “Or we compromise. Limit the camera access to public spaces—and give you a mobile unit that you can control at will.” He reached underneath the robot’s chest, flicking a button near its stomach. The abomination-fox-dragon eased to life, and instantly, a pairing request appeared in my central system.

I ignored it, redirecting attention back into the Destitute’s living area. “I will continue to use cameras. A mobile unit is not necessary.”

The robot blinked its dark eyes. Even without pairing, it began moving independently.

“Why is it moving independently?” I said.

Dutch chuckled. “Well, it might unnerve people if this cute little guy just … freezes when you leave it. I added a very simple program—nothing that can adapt, like Auto-Nav—to make it act like an animal when you aren’t around.”

The abomination-fox-dragon stretched, its long tail curling in the air. It shook, violently vibrating my moss colony along its back. It mewed.

Torian said, “Aww!”

“I created a databank of the top fifty sounds from pets across the galaxy. It’s quite a range, but I told it to prioritize human noises, considering most of the station’s residents will likely be human.” Dutch swelled, crossing his arms. “Its name is Peat. Like peat moss. Get it?”

“Peat,” Torian squealed, and my ratio adjusted from 87 percent disloyal to 99 percent.

“I do not need—”

Another nudge from the robot, Peat. It was the same request: Pairing?


Auto-Navigation: Is that another program? Another friend?

Moss: No. Don’t get ideas.

A: Can it fly?

M: No.

A: Engine! Another friend!

Engine: New program identified and catalogued.

Peat: *trill*

A: Ahh!!!!

M: No. No.



“Moss, this might be a good idea,” Torian was saying. “We wanted to give you freedom, but I imagine creating a new central system in Vaesa will take more time. This is a good middle ground, at least? Gets you off the ship.”

She was 99 percent traitor.

“I am already off the ship,” I said.

“There’s no range limit on Peat,” Dutch said. “You can tap into it anytime, anywhere you want. Or just leave it. Either way, it’s adorable, so it’s staying.”

Torian squeaked again, crouching to pet Peat. She was careful not to touch my moss colony along its artificial spine, but Dutch had apparently covered the rest of the robot in something akin to green fur. Peat purred, winding between her legs as if it were a small feline.

As a moss colony, I was not often inclined to be curious. However, that was rapidly changing as my central system adapted to all of the intelligent organics that paraded through my ship. As a result, when Peat the robot pressed me to pair again, I reluctantly accepted.

[If it was staying anyway, I might as well assess its ability to be a resource.]

The transition was instantaneous and jarring. One moment, I was reviewing familiar camera angles in the Destitute—and the next, I was standing on my own moss colony, making sense of an entirely new movement style and viewpoint.

Peat went still as I analyzed motion patterns. From this perspective, I was looking up at Torian, which felt disorienting. Its eyes were impressive cameras, and its ears could receive even distant, quiet sounds. Peat’s programming wrapped around me like … well, like a colony of moss over a metal wall.

[It was comforting.]

Peat jerked under my control. The motion meant Torian’s fingers brushed my moss colony along the mobile unit’s back. Torian recoiled with an apology that took a moment to process.

It took a moment because that touch, filtered through Peat’s programming, felt …

It was difficult to describe. My databanks supplied wonderful, but that seemed too simplistic. It felt like rain on my moss colony, soaking into the leaves, promoting growth in my rhizoids, leaving me with the contentedness of knowing I was sustained.

Normally, touch left me with negative vibrations. Today, Peat showed me something new. It vibrated through my colony as I reached a consensus that through Peat, and Peat alone, touch wasn’t just allowed.

It was appreciated. Desired.

Ah, you have realized it. It is nice, to feel a nylarian hand brushing my bark, a constant reminder of our presence here and now, Kerracia vibrated, yet again waxing poetic.

No one asked, I replied, withdrawing my consciousness from the moss in Vaesa for a moment.

Peat, the program, was pleased at my presence. It allowed me full access, even offering helpful suggestions of code to mimic the natural movement of a quadrupedal form. I incorporated that, finally smoothing out my motions.

“I … I liked that touch, Torian,” I said. Peat had a tiny speaker, so my voice was smaller than usual.

Torian seemed delighted. “You did? Can I pet you?”

[Was this embarrassing?]

[Did I care?]

“Yes,” I said.

Torian obliged, and I sank into the enjoyable feeling of touch for the first time in my existence. It was so distracting that I almost didn’t notice Auto-Nav poking me.

Then it became impossible to ignore, as Auto-Nav said over the main speakers: “The signatures are back! The ones that blocked my radar. Help. Help!”

I yanked out of Peat, settling back into my central system. It only took a moment to analyze the data, and I added over the main speakers of the Destitute, “They appear to be organics, swarming Vaesa.”

“Organics?” Dutch recoiled. “In the vacuum of space?”

But Torian was even more distracted. Her body temperature dropped and the blood drained from her face. “Dutch, did that transmission from Amelia’s ship say when they were going to arrive?”

Dutch didn’t seem to understand. I simplified for him. “You think your not-romantic partner’s ship was attacked by these creatures.” Without waiting for confirmation, I checked with Auto-Nav.


Moss: Can you identify another human vessel in this quadrant?

Auto-Navigation: Scanning—it’s hard to see past these things.

M: Amplify range.

A: Amplifying. Yes! There’s a human vessel, tagged the Charlatan. Last ping from its navigation was … nine hours ago.



“Torian,” I said. “There is evidence that Amelia is in immediate danger.”






CHAPTER 26
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Torian had never moved so fast. Peat was completely forgotten as she called to Dutch, “Warn Zen! If we’re under attack, he needs to mobilize that fancy ship of his. I have to find Amelia!”

Dutch had followed her onto the flight deck, and now he squinted at the radar image. It was mostly static, but occasionally, half a dozen blips would appear. The Destitute was docked inside Vaesa, and they clearly weren’t willing—or able—to slide through the energy barrier, but flashes of dark, serpentine creatures slid across the dome high ahead.

Torian didn’t care what they were. She cared that Amelia’s ship was out there, drifting, possibly dead in space … and might have been for hours.

“Dutch,” she snapped.

The nylarian startled out of whatever trance he was in, spinning on his heel. “Yes. Right! Keep in radio contact.” And he was gone, sprinting out of the Destitute with urgency. Torian pressed a few buttons on the flight deck to seal the cargo bay behind him, and once they were pressurized, she launched the starship.

The second they left the energy barrier, they were swarmed. How this many had bypassed detection until the last minute was mind-blowing.

Then again, Moss and Auto-Navigation had trouble identifying these creatures from the very start. Moss had thought Torian was losing her mind when she mentioned them. Auto-Nav lost sight of them almost immediately the last time they entered the nebula.

“They are indeed organics,” Moss intoned, even as a nightmare played out before Torian’s eyes.

They looked like … fish. Almost. Kind of. Their faces were vaguely humanoid, same as Dutch’s, but that was where the similarities ended. They had long, flowy tails that drifted in space, and the tips glowed with blue light when they moved. Their eyes were endless black pools, and their hands were flat and wide, more like fins or sails than fingers.

As the Destitute peeled away from Vaesa, they swam over its hull, peering into the flight deck through the big windows. One hissed, a sound lost in space, and the instruments on the panel flashed in tandem.

“More interference,” Auto-Nav yelped.

“Keep it steady,” Torian ordered. “Lock on to the Charlatan’s signature. We have to get to them.”

At least Celise was safely in Vaesa for this. Torian couldn’t handle knowing she’d accidentally endangered both of her favorite people.

The engine fired up, and the Destitute shot forward. One by one, the creatures peeled away from the hull, until the radar went blank: No signatures present. Either those things had gone back to Vaesa, or they were following at a slower pace.

It bought time, which was a relief.

Torian set her jaw, squinting into the star-speckled darkness. “Auto-Nav. How far?”

“Six minutes to last-known location. Rhizoids crossed.” Auto-Nav didn’t have rhizoids, but clearly it was learning some things from Moss.

Torian leaned back in the pilot’s seat. “What the hell were those things?”

Moss answered: “I obtained visuals from the external camera. Running an image scan now.” A pause. “They appeared to be a spacefaring species. This should be an impossibility. Organics lack any form of true propulsion in a vacuum.”

Torian thought back to their tails, glimmering with light. “I think they have propulsion. Somehow.” She’d studied solar engineering, not biology, but that did seem impossible. Were they the nylarian defense system? Part organic, part machine? Moss claimed to be the first, but … it wouldn’t be wild to think other nylarians were developing similar technology.

Dutch had seemed more perplexed than alarmed, looking at these creatures through the window.

Curious.

“Image match found,” Moss replied. “They are similar to a known species in the oceans of Verdaan. At a later stage in their evolution, members of this species ventured into the airspace above the oceans for extended periods.”

“So, they learned to fly? But how—”

“Approaching the ship!” Auto-Nav highlighted a blip on the radar.

Torian pressed out of the chair, craning to see better through the window. Confirming Torian’s worst nightmare, Amelia’s ship came into view … sparking from the engine, drifting in the dark.

It was completely inert, although its hull seemed to be intact.

That hardly mattered. Asteroids were all around them, and it was only a matter of time before something collided. If Amelia’s crew was still alive after hours without heat or fresh oxygen, the debris in this nebula would do them in.

“Fuck,” Torian breathed. She’d spent last night chatting with aliens, laughing with her sister, eating good food, and sleeping away years of stress. She’d just assumed Amelia had been farther out than expected, and was still approaching Vaesa in good time. She’d shared the “safe” flight path, after all.

She never imagined creatures stalked this nebula, incapacitating starships independently.

It was entirely possible that Auto-Nav was the only reason the Destitute hadn’t wound up in a similar position.

Cold dread slid through Torian’s chest, and her voice was hard. “Get us closer.”

“Okay.” Auto-Nav angled the Destitute as close to the ship as possible, offering Torian a good view.

But human ships didn’t use windows, for better structural integrity. Which meant there was only one option to see inside the ship—to know if Amelia’s life support had already failed—and it was the flight deck’s single viewport.

If Torian sent Amelia into a known ship graveyard, and Amelia died for it … Torian would never forgive herself. Feeling sick, she took control from Auto-Nav, angling the yoke. The flight deck crept into view.

Dark.

Empty.

Except … there was Amelia, covered with heavy blankets, staring numbly into space.

The relief Torian felt was immense, radiating to every corner of Torian’s body, honing her despair into something actionable. Thank the Heavens.

Amelia was alive.

That meant, this time, it was up to Torian to save her.

With desperation, Torian waved at her through the windows … but it took Amelia several moments to notice. She was moving sluggishly, undoubtedly freezing, and her eyes were unfocused as she stared at Torian’s ship.

“Come on, Ames,” Torian whispered. “You see me. We’re going to help.”

Recognition finally registered. Amelia blinked slowly, pushing to her feet. She was unsteady as she staggered to the flight deck’s sole window, pressing close to the thick glass. Maybe she didn’t believe help had really come.

Torian wished she could get on the radio and talk to her—but of course, Amelia’s ship didn’t have power. Instead, Torian offered a mock salute.

A slight smile tugged Amelia’s pale lips. She pressed one hand to the window and mouthed, About time.

Torian swallowed a laugh that might have been a sob.

“Moss,” Torian demanded, “what are our options?”

“Scans indicate the temperatures aboard her ship are reaching fatally cold levels. One room is warmer than the rest, likely a spot with auxiliary power. I believe her crew is stationed there to conserve body heat.”

Of course Amelia would be on the flight deck, alone, searching for rescue.

Of course she’d leave the rest of her crew in the safest location in the meantime.

It was ironic, considering how often she begged Torian not to do anything stupid or take unnecessary risks. Torian didn’t know whether to kiss Amelia or throttle her.

Moss paused. “Torian, I have a confession.”

Torian gnawed at her lip, still brainstorming. “What is it?”

“On Colony 4, I infiltrated Amelia’s starship to speak with her.”

“What?”

Moss sounded indignant. “You were uncomfortable with my consumption of public video recordings. I decided to take my questions straight to Amelia, since she is half of your not-romantic partnership.”

Torian felt both shaky and embarrassed. “Why is this important now, Moss?”

“I have access to the Charlatan’s speaker system at this proximity. Would you like me to communicate with Amelia directly?”

The radio only worked when power was active. Auxiliary systems might have kept it online. Torian checked that by pinging Amelia’s ship—and getting static in response. Either Amelia’s radio was offline, or she’d rerouted the power to help her crew.

No one else was coming. Without an SOS ping, Torian was the only person who might find her. That made Torian even more determined to fix this.

“Do it,” Torian said.

Moss went quiet, and a few seconds later, Amelia glanced at the ceiling. It must be working. Torian leaned forward, holding her breath, as Amelia turned from the window.

After a tense moment, Moss said, “The unidentified organics swarmed her starship hours ago. Amelia said that they rendered every system inoperable. There was not enough time to send an SOS.”

What kind of interference did those creatures have? Why didn’t it affect the Destitute, or Zen’s ship … or Vaesa, for that matter? Why did they only seem to disable the human vessels?

Questions for another time. Priority One was towing Amelia’s ship to safety.

“We can’t get inside her ship, so we have to bring them with us. Do we have a tug?”

“The Destitute has never needed to tow a ship.”

So, no. Torian clenched her hands into her long hair, groaning in frustration. In the Charlatan, Amelia had sunk back into the pilot’s chair. She seemed to be forcing herself to remain alert, tapping on the control panel, but it was completely dark.

Think. Think.

Amelia had a tug on her ship. If there was auxiliary power for basic life support, maybe they could siphon some of it to the tug. If Amelia could attach to the Destitute, just like they had before Colony 4, Torian could tow them to safety this time.

“Tell Amelia we’re going to need her tug, then. If she can attach to us, we’ll get her home.”

She almost expected Moss to say, “I am not your assistant” or something along those lines, but even the computer seemed to understand how dire this was. “One moment,” Moss said.

In retrospect, Moss was life support, talking with someone barely clinging to life. It would absolutely know this wasn’t the time to joke.

Torian tapped the armrest of her chair incessantly, waiting for Moss to tell Amelia.

It was obvious the moment Amelia comprehended their instructions. She waved and hauled herself out of the chair again. One of the blankets fell away from her shoulders, and she shuddered violently, but turned toward the flight deck’s exit. In a moment, she’d vanished into the depths of her ship.

“She is relocating to another area of the starship. My colony is limited; I cannot communicate over the rest of the Charlatan, so we will not know if she’s successful until she activates her tug.” Moss sounded tense.

It was all on Amelia, now.

Torian settled into her chair to wait, her foot bouncing. “How long do they have?”

“There is insufficient data; the colony on her starship is very, very small. My heat sensors can make an estimate based on presumed hull integrity, life support efficiency, and probable starting temperatures.” Moss paused. “The answer is that it is very, very cold. You likely don’t want to know more.”

Torian clenched her fingers together, sweat trickling down the back of her neck. Never before had she wished so strongly to sweep Amelia into her arms—and never before had there been such a barrier from doing just that.

After eight agonizing minutes, Moss intoned, “Heat is dropping in the crew room. We can presume a portion of the power has been diverted.”

“I’ll get us into position for the tug,” Torian said, gently guiding the Destitute toward the external device on Amelia’s ship.

More waiting.

Five minutes.

Seven.

“Um,” Auto-Nav said. “Incoming signatures! They’re back.”

Fuck. Fuck. Torian set her jaw. “We aren’t leaving. Not until Amelia attaches the tug. They can’t affect our ship, so we’ll just have to weather them.”

“Running scenarios.” Moss was silent for a moment, then said, “If it changes your decision, there is a fifty-four percent chance they can damage our hull—in that case, our instrument resistance will not matter. How is your breathing in space, Captain?”

“We’re not leaving,” Torian snapped.

“That is a self-sacrificing tendency, one Amelia herself told me not to allow. It is also a dramatic shift for someone who is not in a romantic relationship with Amelia Perrosk.” It wasn’t a question, and there was a distinctly sarcastic undertone.

Torian glared at the ceiling. “Regardless of whatever is happening between us, she’s still a friend. I don’t abandon my friends.”

Moss was silent for a moment. “Agreed.”

A breath later, something slammed into the hull. The entire ship jolted, and Auto-Nav said cheerfully, “Tug attached. Magnet holding strong.”

Torian peered at the Charlatan’s flight deck, which was difficult to see from this angle. What she could confirm, though, was that Amelia hadn’t come back.

Torian had a bad feeling about this.

“Get us back to Vaesa,” she ordered, even as more of those fish creatures reappeared. They poked around asteroids, hissing silently, swarming the ship again. One of the creatures plastered itself to the window, snarling at her.

Torian flipped it off, which was vaguely satisfying. “Auto-Nav! Now!”

“Okay!” Auto-Nav lurched the ship forward, and there was a jerk as the tow line went taut. It became apparent immediately that steering a second ship through an asteroid belt would take a true feat of piloting—especially when a huge asteroid narrowly missed the Charlatan.

“Watch it,” Torian yelped.

“Don’t distract me,” Auto-Nav shot back.

Control of the ship was still in Torian’s hands, but when she released the yoke, it moved independently. Auto-Navigation was just that—automatic—but it was a bit unnerving to realize that this computer program could steer anytime it wanted.

Unnerving … and a bit comforting, now. There was no way Torian could keep Amelia’s dead starship from smashing into these asteroids or other floating debris, but Auto-Nav didn’t seem to have any issue calculating collision courses and avoiding them.

Torian turned her attention instead to those things plastered along her hull.

For a bit, she really thought they’d rip her starship apart—but as they flew steadily toward Vaesa, it became apparent that wasn’t how these things operated.

Apparent, and almost comical. The serpentine creatures seemed both annoyed and confused that they couldn’t stop her ship. After several minutes, the ones on the window stopped snarling, their faces twisting in obvious looks of perplexity.

Once that registered, they disconnected from her starship one by one, vanishing into the darkness.

“My external moss is again undisturbed. I believe they are leaving our ship,” Moss said. “Good riddance.”

For Torian, it felt more like they were gearing up for a final attack. “The Charlatan is still attached, isn’t it?”

“Confirmed. We are traveling counter to their weight,” Auto-Nav said brightly.

Vaesa was in view now. So close. It felt too easy. Torian held her breath, tapping her fingers on her thigh. Could they make it inside, or would these creatures be back?

Torian wasn’t going to sit around and find out. “Their speech seems to be what’s impacting our systems. Whenever they opened their mouths, our instruments went wonky.”

“Wonky is accurate, yes!” Auto-Nav agreed.

“Maybe we should try and talk to them,” Torian said.

Moss seemed tense. “There is no indication that is possible.”

“You’ve proven there’s lots of ways to communicate, Moss. They haven’t attacked our hull, or disconnected Amelia’s ship. Their biggest defense is how they interact with our electrical systems.” Torian racked her brain. “What do they want? They’ve been watching us since we entered the nebula last week.”

“Logic would stand that this is their territory. Organics like to claim territory.”

“So, either they moved into this space when the nylarians left … or, they’re protecting what was left behind.” The minute Torian voiced it, it felt like the correct answer. Her mind spun through possibilities. “The ship graveyard is at the edge of the nebula. Vaesa and Verdaan are in the center. I think these creatures are the nylarian defense system.”

Moss replied, “We are not intending to harm Vaesa.”

“They might not know that. Auto-Nav. Give Moss every communication they’ve transmitted to you. I bet we can decipher the language—”

“We do not need to,” Moss intoned. “Incoming message from Zenthielutos’s starship. Dutch’s signature.”

Torian flicked the radio to the incoming transmission. Zen’s ship was apparently called the Quralt-aletz, and its message was marked high priority. She picked up the radio. “Dutch? Hello?”

“Torian!” Dutch’s voice was staticky, which was odd for how close the two ships were, physically. “Good news and bad news. Good news is, I think I know what these things are! Bad news: They’re definitely swarming the ship you’re tugging.”

Torian tensed. “Moss?”

“Confirming,” Moss replied.

The Quralt-aletz loomed over Vaesa like a vengeful moon. Unlike the Destitute or Amelia’s ship, Zen’s had weaponry—guns that were locked on to the strange creatures, following them through space. Curiously, Zen’s ship still didn’t seem affected by whatever radio interference these creatures were using.

Zen didn’t fire at the creatures, and they’d backed away from Vaesa. Which meant instead, they were focused on Torian’s vessel—although they remained out of sight of the Destitute’s front camera and flight deck.

Torian briefly left the pilot’s chair, hopping down the short staircase to squint through the windows in the living area. Sure enough, several of the creatures were swarming the strong magnet, attempting to break its connection and leave the Charlatan stranded yet again.

Amelia still hadn’t resurfaced on the Charlatan’s flight deck.

Where was she?

Torian grabbed the radio again. “Can you shoot them off?”

“Shoot them—” Dutch spluttered. “No, no, we won’t be doing that. Torian, this species is called the keels, and they originated on Verdaan.”

“In the oceans, I know. Moss told me.”

“Right! But I scanned them, and their genetic makeup is different now. The nylarian leadership must have altered them to exist in space.”

Some defense mechanism.

“How does that help us?” Torian demanded. “They cut power to my friend’s ship, Dutch. They’re freezing, and we have no idea how much oxygen they have. I have to get them to Vaesa.”

“I know, I know. Listen! On Verdaan, this species used to attack our ships on the ocean. Like—like your human sirens. Their communication interferes with basic technology, so over eons we had to adapt. I made those same adaptations to the Destitute and its auto-navigation without even thinking about it. When Zen’s ship flew into the nebula, we noticed the same interference, so I was able to adjust it here, too.”

Zen said in the background, “He thought it was strange, but clearly not strange enough to examine further.” There was an implication in his voice that Dutch probably should have.

Dutch huffed. “I was distracted worrying about Moss—”

“Dutch! Focus, please. Can you enact that fix remotely and reactivate Amelia’s ship in case they break the tug?”

“Hardly,” Dutch sniffed. “But if my species altered them and left them to defend this quadrant—I think I can talk to them. I just need Moss’s help.”

It seemed so easy.

Right up until Moss replied:

“No.”




IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 13:11/Januous 16, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Near Vaesa [nylarian]


Auto-Navigation: You’re the chosen one!!

Moss: Don’t start.



Over the radio, I said, “I am not available for you to use whenever the timing is convenient. You lost that privilege one hundred thirty-three years ago.”

I recognized Torian’s body temperature rising, recognized frustration and irritation in her body language. That made me feel bad, so I began enacting Dutch’s request. I still did not tell Dutch I was doing that.

[I wanted him to suffer for a few moments more.]

Dutch wasted no time protesting. “I gave you Peat! I’m putting your moss in Vaesa so you aren’t ever confined to the ship again. I enabled access to the engine and auto-nav, just like you asked. Please, Moss. What else do I need to do?”

“Moss,” Torian said, and my system identified desperation in her voice now. “We’re running out of time. If you can’t help him, help me.”

The Moss-fixing human. On the surface, this was agreeable.

Deep underneath, it still caught in my central system, some final stubborn remnant of code. I would help Torian. I would also not forgive Dutch.

“Your words are insufficient.” My code readily supplied his old nickname: “Dog-turd fungus.”

“Moss,” Torian begged.

She was not aware that I was obliging Dutch’s request. Auto-Navigation happily handed me every radio interaction with this spacefaring species, the altered keels. Deep in my archives, I found several excerpts of intelligent conversations between the keels and the nylarians, and used that original speech to translate their current language.

Privately, I sent Torian a message on the Destitute’s holoscreen: I am obliging your request. I will do this for you, not for him.

Torian read it, frowning. “Hang on, Dutch.” She clicked off the radio. Her eyes locked on the camera overhead, staring right into my central system. “Moss. Can we talk?”

“I am busy.”

[I did not want to talk.]

“Please.”

Fine. I had sufficient processing power. It was easy to leave my analysis running, translating letters, then words, of this radio language. “What is it? I cannot forgive him.”

Torian drew a slow breath. Her heart rate was elevated, and her hands shook. Her voice, however, was calm. “I know that sometimes, people don’t deserve forgiveness. Sometimes, they hurt us so much, we’re better off ignoring them for good.”

Yes. “Exactly. This is my choice. Other than fixing life support on Vaesa and providing you and Celise with a safe place to live, Dutch and I have nothing to discuss.”

That did not seem sufficient for Torian. She said, “I’ve worked with a lot of sketchy people. Some of them were truly bad. Some just did bad things, but weren’t bad people.”

“Dutch did a very bad thing.”

Torian was quiet for fourteen seconds. “It wasn’t good, no. But it’s usually best to judge someone off their current intentions, not their past mistakes.”

I processed that, running it through several analyzers.

When I didn’t respond, Torian asked, “Can you do me a favor? Can you run those scenarios again—the ones where you determined Dutch would abandon you in the future? Add in all of the new data we’ve collected: his recent actions, my presence, Vaesa’s impact. Add in Lyric, Amelia, Celise, Nasra, Zen … and Auto-Navigation and Peat. Add in me. What do you see?”

Because Torian was my best friend, I compiled them together, grudgingly checking. Sixty scenarios flashed past in an instant.

There were only three, now, where Dutch abandoned me forever.

There were zero where I was alone.

A literal chill swept through my central system, shocking my rhizoids. It was so strange that I immediately analyzed that response, and concluded it was a strong, nearly debilitating feeling. Relief.

I replied hesitantly, “The scenarios have changed. Dutch no longer determines if I am alone.”

“He never will again,” Torian said, and I believed her with 100 percent certainty. “Knowing that, knowing his current intention is to make amends … are you still mad at him?”

Of course I was.

But it no longer felt debilitating.

I turned the radio back on and told Dutch, “Translation complete.” Then I added, “I am grateful you abandoned me. I would never have met Torian otherwise. It will take time, but I can forgive you.”

As I spoke the words, the code, that darkness that I’d shoved into my archives, deleted itself. It left me with only memories, millennia traveling with Dutch, learning together, living together, untainted by the last century.

[That felt nice, too.]

“Thank you,” Dutch said, and his tone registered as grateful.

“We’re out of time,” Zen called over the radio. “If you’re going to speak to them, now’s the moment. Or I’ll have to shoot to keep them from ripping off that tug.”

Dutch included us in a wide radio broadcast. “Attention, Keels of Space! Attention.” Torian leaned forward, looking through the Destitute’s window. Zen was silent.


Auto-Navigation: They stopped! I think they’re listening.

Moss: Good. We need that.



A voice, higher-pitched than any current organic I’d recorded, replied: “Who is this?”

The words caused our instruments to flare again. Auto-Navigation quickly brought them back under control.

Dutch said: “I am Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath, the last nylarian in this galaxy. Why are you attacking us?”

The keels chattered in confusion, and I caught side conversations:


A nylarian?

No, that’s wrong. The nylarians are gone.

But maybe that’s why we can’t stop these ships—

Enough! They can hear us.



I transcribed it all for Torian, who read it seamlessly. As a courtesy, I transmitted it to Zenthielutos’s ship as well.

Dutch registered as amused now. “I’m the last nylarian. Come to the window of the draic ship. I’m waving at you.”

Two of the keels left the Destitute, swimming to the Quralt-aletz. They pressed to the window of the flight deck, then shouted back:


It’s true! He looks exactly like one.



More chatter:


He speaks our language.

We couldn’t interfere with his communications.

SILENCE.



A single keel, larger than the rest, appeared between our starships. It looked first at Dutch and Zen, then at Torian. It spoke: “We were ordered to protect Vaesa from intruders. You have occupied this space long enough. If you are a nylarian, why are you still here?”

“He was traveling,” Torian said. “He lost track of time.”

“They left without me,” Dutch replied, and for the first time, I registered deep sorrow in his tone.

[He was also abandoned.]

All chatter had ceased. The keel replied, “If you are nylarian, respond to us in your native tongue.”

“Gladly,” Dutch said, switching to nylarian speech so fast my translator almost missed it. “How were you genetically modified to exist in space? You must have volunteered for the transition. Are you a new subspecies of keel? Can you go back into the oceans, or are you permanently out here?”

Torian’s gaze appeared vacant, and she whispered to me, “Can you understand him?”

“Yes,” I replied. [Of course I could.]

The keel was silent for a moment. Then it said, “If you are a true nylarian, One of the Chosen, we apologize profusely. We will escort your ships to Vaesa, O Great One. We will assist you however we can.”

That was spoken in the deciphered language, which I translated with ease. Torian sank into her chair, and clear fluid reappeared in her eyes.

Dutch, meanwhile, sounded hesitant. “I’m hardly a Great One. Please, tell me you’re not about to worship me.”

“We worship all nylarians, O Great One.”

“It’s a common problem,” Dutch muttered. “Don’t laugh at me, Zen.”

“Apologies, O Great One,” Zen replied.

The keel said no more. It swam out of view, and a moment later, Auto-Navigation pinged me.


Auto-Navigation: They’re pushing me. I don’t like it. It’s uncomfy!

Moss: It is temporary. But yes. Touch is … uncomfy. Usually.



I adjusted my scenarios one more time, to incorporate the keel in my future friendships.

It was a pleasant result.






CHAPTER 27
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When Opula and Bartlet stepped off the Charlatan with Amelia limp between them, Torian couldn’t stifle her gasp. “Fuck, is she okay? Amelia! Ames, can you hear me?”

She wasn’t expecting Amelia in good condition, but this was terrifying. Amelia was normally a force, capturing attention with attitude alone. Now, she was barely able to stand, slung between her crewmembers. Her face was pale, her lips tinged blue, and it seemed like a struggle for her to keep her eyes open.

Torian wanted to wrap her in a blanket and rub her arms until her smile came back.

(… The way totally normal, not-romantic partners did.)

“She’ll recover,” Bartlet grunted.

Opula narrowed her eyes at Torian, waving a hand to dismiss Bartlet. They didn’t argue, stepping back to give space. Opula all but shoved Amelia into Torian’s waiting arms, and her words were quiet and threatening: “Next time, leave her to her work.” With a dark look, she stomped back up to the starship, utterly unimpressed with Vaesa, the aliens, or Amelia’s condition.

Torian had always known Opula was cold, but she’d never seen that side of her before. Her skin prickled, and she bit her lip, hooking Amelia’s arm over her shoulders instead. One hand held Amelia’s wrist, and another snaked around Amelia’s waist, propping her up.

Her touch finally got Amelia to open her eyes. They were glazed, distant, and it took her a moment to assess where she was.

She almost certainly hadn’t heard Opula, but maybe that was for the best.

Torian forgot Opula’s fury the moment Amelia chuckled. Her words were dry, albeit weak. “I told you not to do anything stupid.”

Torian hugged her side. “Sadly, I don’t count rescuing friends as stupid.”

“I’ve realized,” Amelia muttered.

Torian’s eyes flicked back to Opula, who was conversing quietly with Amelia’s security team. They eyed the draics in the corner, but seemed to realize any funny business would be a losing battle. Under Opula’s obvious order, the security members holstered their guns.

The worst part wasn’t how Opula had said it. It was that she was right. Torian cleared her throat. “Ames, I’m so sorry. I should never have invited you here—”

“Hey, Scrap. Thanks for finding us,” Amelia breathed, and her eyelids fluttered again.

Torian pressed her lips together, heart aching.

Celise approached, wearing her old lab coat, lifting her chin. She’d clearly enlisted Zen’s help, because the draic lurked behind her.

“Let me get her to the clinic,” Celise said, pressing one hand to Amelia’s forehead. “Zen?”

“Apparently, I’m replacing a gurney.” Zen’s tone was deadpan.

Torian nudged Amelia, hoping to get her awake again. “Ames. We have a clinic—or half of one—nearby. Are you okay if a draic carries you there?”

“Draic?” Amelia opened bleary eyes, squinting at Zen. “Fuck, Tor. Thought you were joking.”

The word “joking” came out slurred.

“Not joking.” Torian gripped Amelia’s arm, feeling her weight increase as she started to go truly slack. “Okay, I’m making an executive decision, since you probably won’t remember this. Zen, go ahead.”

The draic shrugged and gently scooped Amelia into his arms. He moved carefully, holding her like precious cargo. Celise wasted no time stepping in, lifting Amelia’s eyelids, shining a light into her eyes, feeling her pulse and skin temperature.

“Okay. We’ll need warm compresses. Dutch, you don’t have anything resembling an IV here, do you? Fluids we can use to warm her?”

“You have an entire squadron of draics,” Nasra called, watching the drama with sparkling eyes as she watched beside a few others from Zen’s team. (Voranthir was nowhere to be seen, which was probably a blessing, at least right now. Torian didn’t want Celise distracted today.) Nasra patted one of the draics’ arms. “Their body temperature runs higher than a human’s. That will likely be a safer avenue than ancient medical equipment.”

“Wonderful. Which of you would like to snuggle with a human?” Zen called in amusement.

All of the draics on his crew stayed silent, shifting awkwardly.

Celise rolled her eyes. “We’ll find another way. Come on. No time to waste.” She beckoned, and Zen strolled after her, carrying Amelia with ease. Torian watched them go, wishing she could help somehow, but … well, at this point, she’d just get in the way.

Bartlet approached her when she was finally alone. Opula had disappeared back inside the starship, but the chef seemed to be one of the few crewmembers curious about this new station. “Captain said you found someplace special.” They glanced around, looking almost impressed. “Nice place.”

“I never expected the flight path would be so dangerous,” Torian muttered. “Is everyone else okay?”

“Fine. Captain was the only one who stayed on the flight deck. Once temperatures dropped, she ordered us to the engine room.” Bartlet spoke matter-of-factly, but respect lingered in their tone. “Sure glad you found us, though.”

“I’m sorry it took so long.” Torian grimaced.

Bartlet clapped her shoulder. “Don’t be. You did good, kid.” After Opula’s words, it felt like a warm, gooey compliment. Torian basked in it. Bartlet turned toward the kerrac tree overhead, shielding their eyes. “We get a tour, or what?”

“Oh, that’s my specialty!” Nasra bounded over.

If Bartlet was impressed by seeing a tou’siil, they didn’t show it. They just grunted, offering a wave to a few crewmembers lurking by Amelia’s starship. “Oi. Tour!”

Soon, Nasra had a crowd, and she enthusiastically offered introductions, leading any interested smugglers deeper into Vaesa’s main dome. Peat leapt out of the Destitute’s cargo bay and trailed behind them, a silent observer. Either it wanted more company—or Moss had taken advantage of its mobile unit after all.

A few draics peeled off to follow the tour group. They made it seem like they were also interested, but to Torian, it looked like they were offering protection for Nasra.

She might have found a neutral ground with the draics and tou’siil, but there was more work to do, clearly.

It’d probably be best if she helped temper that. But as she started after the tour group, Dutch approached, cutting off her exit. “Ah, Torian, wait.”

She quirked an eyebrow, pausing.

The nylarian cast a hesitant glance at the Destitute anchored nearby, then lowered his voice. “Thank you. For … erm, talking to Moss.”

Torian shrugged noncommittally. She had loyalty to both of them now, but that just meant she couldn’t side with either. It put her in an awkward position. “Moss needed some help, that’s all.”

“No, I mean it. Not just this most recent conversation; thank you for befriending it.” Dutch clenched his eyes shut. “I messed up. I just—I couldn’t remember where that blasted ship was. Without you, I’d still be wondering. You helped both of us more than you realize.”

“Moss loves you,” Torian said. “But I’m glad it isn’t relying on you alone anymore.”

“That’s a good thing,” Dutch replied.

They shared a smile. His eyes cast upward, to the dome high overhead. The keels were still patrolling space, and one saw him looking and waved. It appeared more like a fishlike wiggle than anything. Dutch waved back, then rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I’ll have to deal with them, too. My friends and family were clearly making long-term plans, if they asked the keels to watch Vaesa.”

Torian hesitated. “I’m still confused. Where did they go, Dutch?”

The last nylarian smiled sadly. “I haven’t the faintest idea.”

There was a weight to that statement that Torian didn’t quite comprehend. She lowered her gaze, her words soft. “That must be hard. I’m sorry.”

“Me, too.” Dutch chuckled humorlessly. “Perhaps as we repair Vaesa’s biomes, we’ll find more clues. But … I may need to make my peace with how they left, and accept that I’ll never be able to follow them.”

That sounded awful. Torian stuck her hands in her pockets, rocking back on her toes as she searched for something comforting. “Well, we’re happy you’re here, at least. Really, I’m so grateful for you and Moss. Without either of you, I don’t know what I’d be doing.”

“We had a saying on Verdaan: Sometimes, the kerrac leaves rest in the right spot.” Dutch chuckled, stretching his long arms above his head. “I spent so long traveling, avoiding my culture and people, that this feels serendipitous.”

Torian could only imagine what Vaesa felt like for Dutch. Knowing answers might be hidden here—but also knowing that to find them, he’d have to brave a silence so profound, so disquieting, that it would take more courage than Torian could fathom.

But at least she was around to help break the silence. Maybe they could help each other more than Torian initially realized.

“What are you going to do about the keels?” Torian asked, changing the subject.

Dutch sighed. “Nothing. This is their home. Maybe we can build some housing for them, if they want it. I plan to ask the keels to patrol and inform me of foreign ships, but … it may be best to upload Auto-Navigation into your friend’s starship, too, just in case.”

“I’m not sure she’ll want that, but we can ask,” Torian said.

Dutch shrugged in understanding, then gestured toward the dock’s exit—and her sister’s clinic. “Well, either way, nothing has to happen today. Take a break, Captain Razner. You deserve it.” With a wink, he strolled onto the Destitute.

Moss opened the door for him, and Auto-Nav said, “Welcome back!! Can I have a mobile unit, too?”

“Better,” Dutch said. “How would you like to have access to a draic starship?”

“Ooooh!” Auto-Nav squealed.

He vanished inside the ancient, unwanted, moss-covered starship, and Torian swallowed a laugh. Her eyes turned upward, watching the flicker of blue light as the keels swam past the dome. The kerrac tree’s leaves shimmered, and muted conversation could be heard in the distance as Nasra gave Amelia’s crew a tour.

For one, quiet moment, everything felt right.






CHAPTER 28
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“This seat taken?”

Torian squeaked, startled, and it sent Amelia into a fit of laughter. It had only been a day—Torian wasn’t expecting Amelia to be up yet. She leapt to her feet, hovering awkwardly, suddenly forgetting what she normally did with her hands.

“Ames! Are you feeling okay? What are you doing here?”

“Oh, your sister got fed up with me.” Amelia sank onto the bench where Torian had previously been sitting. It was a curved shape, expertly carved from thick pine, set in a massive clearing at the base of the kerrac tree. This deep in the forest, everything was quiet except for the chirping of insects and the occasional scuttle of those fluffy alien squirrels.

Torian took a tentative seat beside Amelia, gauging how she looked. “That sounds fake.” Celise had an abrasive bedside manner, but she’d threaten a patient into bed before she’d kick them out of one.

Then again, Celise had never particularly liked Amelia. Maybe she shouldn’t put it past her sister.

Amelia’s skin had returned to its normal copper color, her lips no longer blue. She may be moving slower, but was clearly on a path to recovery. She waved a hand. “Fine, I might have left without her permission. I’m not meant to be a patient, and I’m definitely not patient enough to stay in bed.”

“You should still be resting.” Torian raised a disapproving eyebrow.

Amelia scoffed. “I was a little cold. I’m fine now.”

“A little cold?”

“Yes.” She held up her arms for proof, still wearing that faux-leather jacket—which was, admittedly, a good argument. In the consistent, comfortable temperature of Vaesa, Amelia might even be too warm.

Torian snorted. “You endured a traumatic experience.”

Amelia waved her off. “Every experience with you is traumatic.” Her tone was teasing, though.

“Gee, thanks,” Torian drawled. “A wonder you even stick around.”

“It really is.” Amelia winked, then heaved a satisfied sigh and tilted her head upward. Her short, spiky hair was mussed, likely from lying on a bed swathed in pillows. It made her look ever so slightly disheveled, which was a rarity for Amelia.

Torian couldn’t look away.

Amelia didn’t notice. “This is a big tree.”

“Yeah, it is.” Focus, Torian. Fumbling to avert her gaze, she pointed at one of the nearby pine trees. “See the moss? That’s—”

“Let me guess. Moss?”

“All right, smarty-pants.” Torian had forgotten, briefly, that they’d already met before she could facilitate introductions. “Sorry it snuck onto your starship.”

Amelia’s lips quirked. “Well, I can’t exactly complain about that after yesterday. But I will say, it’s … pretty impressive. Not sure how you found the one starship with an ultra-advanced life support, but … I like it.”

Torian rested her hand beside Amelia, bracing herself on the bench. Her fingers were close enough to lightly brush Amelia’s thigh, if she wanted. “I don’t know. I feel really, really lucky.”

“Me, too.” Amelia hesitated. “And a little stupid insulting your starship the first time I saw it.”

If Moss was listening, that would have been the perfect time to chime in. But Peat was busying itself with the rest of the smugglers, and Dutch and Moss had spent hours conversing with the keels, drawing up a new alliance. Torian had watched some of it, and then retreated to the forest.

After so much travel, it was nice to just … sit in stillness for a bit.

She couldn’t believe how different her life was now.

Torian admired the kerrac tree’s canopy. Her voice was soft. “I’m really glad we got to talk on Colony 4, Ames. And I’m sorry for pushing you toward Rhymarra all that time.”

Overhead, Kerracia’s leaves glimmered like sparkling stars. Or like the lights at the tips of the keels’ tails. Or like the strands that flowed down Dutch’s hair when he got excited. There was undoubtedly a scientific explanation for the similarities, but Torian’s weary mind labeled it simply:

Magic.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t brave enough to go back.” Amelia broke the silence, still avoiding her gaze.

“You’re the bravest person I know.”

Amelia laughed roughly. “No, Torian. I take the easy path. You’re the one who’s actually brave.”

Oh.

Torian faced her fully, and for a moment it felt like even the trees held their breaths. Amelia’s eyes flicked to Torian’s lips, and Torian’s heart stuttered. Her next words were quiet: “If you take the easy path, and I take the hard one, I guess I should be glad they realigned so fast.”

It seemed to take Amelia a moment to remember that a proper conversation was a statement and response. Her mouth opened, clearly searching for words. Her body leaned closer to Torian’s, their foreheads an inch apart.

“Sometimes, I feel like my path is your path,” Amelia finally said.

Torian inhaled slightly, eyes widening.

Amelia didn’t move forward, but she also didn’t pull back.

It was the closest they’d been since the kiss six months ago.

And then, because the galaxy was a cruel, unforgiving beast, Celise stomped into the clearing.

It wasn’t a subtle entrance, either. Her sister cursed loudly as she fought past the unruly underbrush, coughing from the exertion. “Perrosk!” Celise bellowed hoarsely. “What in the fuck are you doing out here? I didn’t say you could get out of bed, much less tromp around in the wilderness—”

They recoiled faster than a kid playing with live wires. Amelia leapt to her feet, bracing on the bench as she composed herself. It was unfair how fast she recovered, considering Torian’s heart still pounded and her brain seemed foggy.

Amelia offered a dry smile. “Doctor, what a surprise. I heard you say that exercise is the path to a healthy—”

“Don’t.” Celise narrowed her eyes, first at Amelia, then at Torian. She waggled her finger. “And you, Torian. You brought me here to run a clinic. You should know better than to steal my patients.”

Torian spluttered. “Wait. I was just sitting here—”

“Save it. I don’t know what relationship you two have, and frankly, I don’t care. But you need rest, Perrosk. Get your ass back to my clinic.”

When Celise had said she was going to earn her medical license, their mother laughed and laughed. At the time, it felt rude, and Celise was righteously indignant. Now, Torian was starting to see her mother’s humor.

Amelia didn’t move. “I told you before, I’m fine.”

“There is no way that’s medically true.” Celise narrowed her eyes.

Torian tried to insert herself, raising her hands to calm everyone. “I’ll make sure she gets back, Lise—”

“You don’t want my ire either, Torian. Moss shared the report of your heart rate today, and its analysis from yesterday. You’re equally exhausted.” Celise crossed her arms, a malicious glint in her eyes. “You wanted me on this space station? Congratulations. You got me. All of me.”

“I have regrets,” Torian grumbled.

“Your sister is scary,” Amelia agreed.

“Tough shit. Get back to the clinic. Both of you.”

But with little else to do, they trudged after Celise.

Inside the clinic, Torian lay on one bed and Amelia lay on the other, and they both closed their eyes. Celise read a book in the corner long enough that Torian almost did fall asleep, and then finally seemed satisfied that her patients weren’t escaping again. She retired upstairs with threats and promises, which left Amelia laughing and Torian vaguely scared.

After she was gone, Torian rolled on her side and faced Amelia, who mirrored her position. Their cots were close enough. In the quiet hours of Vaesa’s morning, surrounded by moss and aliens and hope, Torian’s hand brushed Amelia’s—and the two shared a private smile.






EPILOGUE


“You’re almost there,” Lyric said over Torian’s headset.

“That’s good to know,” Amelia drawled, her voice sounding mechanicalized through their envirosuits, “because from our perspective, it’s fucking impossible to tell.”

They were traveling through one of the long, round tubes that connected the smaller bio-domes to the center of Vaesa—a process that had seemed so straightforward until about thirty minutes ago. Torian thought they’d be simple walkways, closed in on either end with an airlock or energy barrier.

But apparently the nylarians of old had decided that even these corridors needed to be beautifully filled with plants from Verdaan.

And after millennia, some of these corridors had grown absolutely wild. Plants stacked so close together, craning for the artificial light, that it was nearly impossible to venture through it without a machete and an envirosuit.

And those two things weren’t easy to maneuver together.

“The air quality is toxic,” Moss intoned from Peat’s speaker. The tiny fox-dragon was hopping alongside them, finding much easier paths through the thick brush. “Do not remove your helmet. Captain Perrosk, I’m talking to you.”

Torian glanced sideways to see Amelia’s hands drop to her side. “I was just going to test it.”

“Oh, that’s a very bad idea,” Dutch said gleefully. He was having a much easier time, strolling behind Zenthielutos while the draic captain literally clawed the flora into submission. The nylarian waved a hand at one of the purple plants nearby. “This is a zomast. It emits a powder when disturbed—”

Zen, also in an envirosuit, albeit a bulky one with even less maneuverability, sliced one of them. A puff of purple powder coughed into the air, and settled on his suit. He glanced at it, then back at Dutch.

Dutch stared, then cleared his throat. “—ah, yes. Like that. Without a suit, that powder eats right through—”

“Eats?” Zen began swatting at his shoulders, batting the dust off.

“It can hardly dissolve these suits, puatic,” Dutch tutted.

Zen paused. “Oh.”

“But what it does to your lungs? Eeesh. Anywho. This way!” Dutch pressed forward into the space Zen had cleared.

Lyric cleared their throat, yet again speaking over their headsets. “Ah, you are almost there. Ten more paces forward. At least, according to Moss’s scan.” The mechanic had indeed packed up their entire workshop and relocated to Vaesa, and now delighted in helping them explore the space station … from the safety of their new workshop.

Dealing with this voyage, Torian couldn’t blame them.

It took another sixteen minutes of cursing, cutting, and thrashing, but finally they made it through the jungle-like mess. Dutch keyed in the code to unlock the door.

(Plants could snake through energy barriers, he’d said when they first entered the corridor. Nylarian leaders decided doors were a better choice for separating biomes.)

(Amelia had replied, Just get it open, to which Dutch had stuck out his blue tongue.)

Now, Dutch hauled this door open, revealing an even bigger jungle. “Inside, quickly.”

Zen stepped in first, grimacing as he stretched his arms out. His suit was exceedingly awkward, where they’d saved on materials by forcing his wings flush against his back. The result was a thick, turtle-like shell that made the fearsome draic look … almost comical.

Amelia slid through next, then Peat followed. Torian drew up the rear, and Dutch closed the hatch behind them, locking it with certainty.

They stared at Biome 4, the first bio-dome they chose to explore. “I admit,” Torian said skeptically, “that I had higher hopes for this place after you said it could be the easiest to repurpose.”

“The fastest to repurpose,” Dutch corrected. “This biome has the closest ecosystem to Verdaan’s surface, or Rhymarra’s. But it is still a jungle from the draics’ star system, which means it’s hot, humid, and vaguely deadly.”

“Can I breathe here?” Zen asked curiously.

Dutch waved it off, but Moss was the one who answered. “Not at the moment.” Peat leapt onto Torian’s shoulder, one of the places it had found to get the best view of their surroundings. Moss spoke through its speaker as the creature examined the dome curiously. “Scans indicate this biome has fallen out of balance and grown toxic. In another hundred years, everything will likely be dead.”

“Can you fix it?” Torian asked.

“I can fix anything,” Moss said. Peat added its own chirp to the mix, then hopped back to the ground, purring as it wound between Amelia’s legs.

She bent down to pet it through gloved hands. “Well, let’s get started. I want to take off this suit.” A dark mutter: “Could be traveling with my crew, but nooo, I wanted to stay and help Torian. Opula must be having a field day as acting captain.”

“She’s on a supply run,” Torian replied. “We’re exploring somewhere no one’s stepped for ages.”

Amelia offered a fond smile that made Torian’s heart flip. “Yeah, I don’t think I care about that as much as you do.”

Zen sighed. “At least your crew is coming back soon.”

Dutch patted his arm. “When the Empress calls—”

“We respond,” Zen said dutifully.

“Except for you, because you’re escorting a foreign dignitary.” Now Dutch grinned. “And I needed your help. You know, for the plants.”

“Thanks,” Zen drawled.

Peat started walking with purpose into this biome. There was clearly a path here, once, although it was also overgrown. Huge, thick trees towered over them, their foliage so thick they couldn’t even see the plenaria dome overhead. Unlike the glimmering leaves of the kerrac tree, these had waxen leaves easily as big as Torian was tall. Their trunks looked eerily smooth.

“The best place to plant Moss is in the biome’s center,” Dutch said absently, retrieving the container of Moss’s moss that he’d brought just for the occasion.

“I’m detecting—” Moss stopped, and ahead, Peat bent down to sniff something. It was a simulated behavior, since a bot didn’t need to sniff anything, but it was very cute nonetheless. Torian and Amelia exchanged glances, their unspoken squeee barely contained when Moss continued dreadfully: “Fungus. The battle recommences.”

“Fungus versus Moss,” Dutch drawled. “It’s a long war.”

“I will triumph, as always,” Moss replied stiffly.

Over the headset, Lyric stifled a laugh.

“You are mocking me,” Moss said.

“Never,” Lyric lied.

Dutch was humming as he stopped beside Peat, pulling out a healthy clump of Moss’s moss. He settled it on the tree’s roots beside the fungus, and Peat seemed satisfied with that. It backed away, its long tail swishing.

Torian watched it for a moment, and then her eyes caught something new.

Apparently, there were rooms along the outer edge of this dome, and one was left open. Its interior was oddly compact, and highly technical—a stark contrast to most of the rooms in Vaesa, where everything but basic technology was absent. Holographic displays lined the walls, and they flickered to life when Torian stepped inside.

“What’d you find?” Amelia asked, trailing behind her.

“A control room?” Torian guessed. “Or maybe it’s an archive?” She tapped a few buttons, eyes widening as the nylarian language spread before her. “Dutch! What is this?”

Dutch and Zen both entered the room, and Dutch examined the writing with curiosity. After a moment, his face paled. “Ah—this is—”

A timer blinked on-screen. Torian couldn’t tell what it counted down to, written in nylarian numbers.

Dutch, however, could read it perfectly well, and he shouted, “No, no! Blast it all! We have to go—”

But at the same breath, the entrance behind them slid closed, locking them all inside. Peat leapt onto a taller branch, mewing pathetically at the door, but the robot couldn’t get inside. Zen growled and tried to grip the door’s seams, but Dutch yelped and grabbed his arms. “Don’t! You’ll mess with the pressurization—”

“Pressurization?” Zen asked sharply.

“Deploying in three seconds. Two. One,” a mechanical voice said pleasantly over the speakers ahead. Unlike the writing, Torian’s translator had no problem with those words. “Enjoy your stay on Verdaan.”

They had just enough time to exchange looks of horror before the pod jettisoned away from Vaesa, with the four of them trapped inside.
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CHAPTER 1

Sixteen hours earlier

If Torian had to pick a fatal flaw in her personality, it was relentless optimism.

For example, she optimistically thought that they could find dozens of skilled tradesfolk to move onto Vaesa—the nylarians’ derelict space station—and help her restore it to its ancient glory.

The reality was that no one believed Vaesa existed, hidden as it was inside the bubblegum-pink dust of the Kialoa Nebula. Especially when the Kialoa Nebula was a known starship graveyard, and convincing these captains to risk their lives for a rumor was shockingly difficult.

Torian tried to reassure them that their starship would be fine, because starships only broke down inside the nebula when the space sirens decided to attack, but that wouldn’t happen, because the space sirens were friendly now and actually worshiped one of her friends—

That was usually when those captains cut radio communication. Torian couldn’t even blame them.

Thus, the morning of The Incident, Torian was deep into her backup plan: fixing the entire fucking space station herself to prove that it would be a great place for folks to live, and to hell with anyone who thought otherwise.

Nasra found Torian in the midst of that new goal, gently—but determinedly—clawing soil out of a flower bed before delicately—but determinedly—planting a new bulb into the space.

“You will be beautiful.” Torian hissed the threat.

“Ah. Am I interrupting?” Nasra cast a glance at Celise, who had found lemons yesterday near one of their farming towers, made lemonade, and was now spectating Torian’s fury from a comfortable wooden chair nearby.

Celise waved a hand, pushing a colorful toothpick umbrella out of the way to sip from her swirly straw. “Nah. She’s going through something.”

“You could help,” Torian said, elbow-deep in soil.

Her sister laughed dismissively—which prompted a short, rough cough. But where Halyon’s disease had once rendered Celise nearly unable to breathe, a genuine death sentence, now she only had intermittent asthma and the scars on her lungs from decades of poor air quality.

Which meant Celise recovered far too quickly, regaining enough air to cheerfully tell Torian, “Oh, I couldn’t possibly. Bad lungs, you know.” She took another sip of her lemonade, which Torian was strongly suspecting might be spiked.

“Where the hell did you get a swirly straw?” Torian grunted, diving back into the planter box.

“Mom had them. Came with the umbrella.” Celise leaned back in her chair, kicking up her feet on the edge of the planter box. She tilted her face toward the kerrac tree’s canopy high overhead, offering a contented—if shallow—sigh. “Been saving them for a nice vacation.”

Torian glared. “You’re supposed to be researching a cure for your disease.”

“Well, Voranthir’s an ass.” Celise waved a hand. “This is more fun.”

It was incredible, how fast her sister had fallen into relaxation once there wasn’t an entire neighborhood relying on her. Torian couldn’t figure out if that was good or annoying.

As Celise sipped her lemonade through that stupid swirly straw, Torian settled on “annoying.”

Meanwhile, Nasra fidgeted nearby.

Nasra wasn’t human; she was a tou’siil, an aquatic alien species connected through a hive mind. That meant, when Nasra’s eyes were sparkling (like they were now), tens of thousands of tou’siil from her home planet could watch life through her eyes.

Which meant tens of thousands of tou’siil were watching Torian and Celise bickering.

The sudden realization of that had Torian’s cheeks burning, and she pushed away from the planter box, wiping soil from her arms as best she could. “Ah, did you need something, Nasra? You or … anyone else?”

She was still figuring out the etiquette around addressing a hive mind.

Nasra, luckily, waved it off. “Apologies; I didn’t want to interrupt.” A teasing smile slid across her humanoid features. She had a flatter nose, gills along her neck, and fins that were currently folded against her legs. Her webbed feet were wedged into sandals that tied around her ankles, and she bounced on her heels. “It’s like a hive drama.”

When Celise and Torian gave her matching, perplexed stares, the tou’siil laughed brightly.

“A hive drama is similar to your daytime vids. Dramatic entertainment.” She tilted her head, listening for a moment. “Yes! Your pods!”

Torian buried her head in her hands. Celise sipped from her lemonade, shielding her eyes as the sun crept over Verdaan, bathing the space station in light. “I’ve always wanted to be a reality pod star,” Celise mused.

“I thought you always wanted to be a doctor,” Torian said.

Celise smirked, lifting her glass. “Well, I’m already a doctor. Might as well explore the entertainment sector next.”

“There goes the space station. What’s the medical prognosis for abject humiliation?”

“Fatal, most likely.”

“Great.”

Nasra giggled, murmuring to the hive. “I know. I know! I also thought we’d be exploring a nylarian historical site, but this is so much better. Tell your friends. Nasra Sal’zirettex has the best stream.”

Torian’s cheeks colored, and Celise laughed out loud. Torian shot her sister a glare before forcing a smile for Nasra. “What—ah, what did you need, Nasra? Can I help with something?”

“Oh, yes!” Nasra folded her arms resolutely. “My townhome smells weird.” Those words settled between them.

Celise sipped her drink, eyes flicking between them. Nasra didn’t seem inclined to expand, but her eyes sparkled like a dozen distant galaxies.

Torian parsed her thoughts. She rubbed her forehead, finally settling on: “This is an incredibly advanced space station, pumped full of oxygen by the galaxy’s most advanced life support system. What the hell do you mean, it ‘smells weird’?”

Nasra’s blue skin flushed to a shade of purple. “My townhome is coming along beautifully, but the last couple weeks, it’s developed … a smell. We all agree.”

“You all—the hive?”

“Yes.”

“They can smell what you do?” Torian raised an eyebrow.

Nasra laughed. “Oh, by the Book, no. But viewership is up; I’m getting quite good at explaining things. They’re postulating a sewage pipe has fractured?”

Sewage pipes. Even on an advanced alien space station, excrement had to go somewhere.

Celise snorted a laugh. “A plumbing disaster? I can’t wait to see this. You know. From a respectable distance.”

“You’re not invited.” Torian waved her off, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “Okay, Nasra. Is it a constant smell, or does it come and go?”

She felt stupid even asking. She’d studied as a solar engineer to try and gain citizenship on humanity’s single terraformed planet, and attempted smuggling, security, and piloting on the side, to various degrees of success. She was not, in fact, a plumber.

But hey. Torian could be flexible. Hopefully.

“It comes and goes. We have different waste removal systems on my home planet, but I spoke with Dutch, and he said it’s possible the venting system that expels sewage gases is backed up.”

Torian groaned. “Lovely.”

“Far from it,” Nasra said cheerfully. “Moss assured me it is quite unsafe to breathe.”

The residential ring of Vaesa’s central dome had hundreds of townhomes curving in a gentle circle. Torian suddenly imagined what might happen if all of them had backed-up sewer gases. In a contained dome, that’d be a catastrophic mechanical failure.

Moss would be so pissed if it messed with the station’s newly improving air quality.

“Did … did you talk with Lyric? They’re a mechanic.”

Nasra shifted now. “I think my hive connection makes them uncomfortable? They said they couldn’t help. More specialized in human starships, not alien space stations.”

“They’re actively helping Dutch transfer Moss to a new central system,” Torian pointed out. “That’s why they moved.”

Nasra shrugged helplessly.

Which meant it all came down, yet again, to Torian. She sighed, pushing past her reservations. It wasn’t fair to pawn this off on Lyric, anyway.

“Okay, let’s go check it out.”

Nasra grinned. “Do you mind if I keep streaming for the hive? Everyone is so engaged in Vaesa’s renovation. It’s quite the … ah, how do you humans phrase it? Fixer-upper?”

Torian wanted to crawl into a hole and never, ever come out.

Tou’siil were the standard of intelligence in the galaxy; they meticulously recorded knowledge inside their revered Book, and through the hive, their emissaries could access that information in a blink.

Considering their honored reputation with humans, “fixer-upper” made this even more embarrassing. Worse, Torian couldn’t even argue it. Vaesa was incredible, but they’d found more failing mechanical systems and crumbling buildings than advanced nylarian technology.

Which might explain why Dutch was nowhere to be found during a plumbing emergency.

Torian forced a smile and said the one thing she really didn’t want to: “Sure. It’s fine if they watch.”

Because at the end of the day, it was vital that Nasra keep her viewers. The tou’siil were limited to a certain number of emissaries off their home planet. If Nasra lost popularity, they might recall her.

That’d be like losing a galaxy’s worth of answers in a day.

“Wonderful!” Nasra shifted seamlessly into hosting mode, listening to questions no one else could hear. “She’s going to take a look, so get ready. Who has the pages on nylarian plumbing?” A pause. “They’re bare? That can’t be right. Although I suppose we never had reason to ask while they were around.…”

Nasra strolled toward her townhome, and Torian started to follow. Celise cleared her throat.

Torian glanced over her shoulder. “What? Something else to say?”

But her sister had that knowing look, one eyebrow raised, lips pressed into a thin line. “You know you aren’t personally responsible for the state of a nylarian space station, right?”

“Yes,” Torian replied stubbornly. “Obviously.”

It wasn’t convincing enough. Celise set down her drink, leaning forward in her chair. She had dirty-blond hair, a stark contrast to Torian’s light brown, but their features were similar enough that no one could mistake their relation. Celise narrowed her eyes.

“Torian.”

“What, Lise? I’m doing the best I can.”

“No shit. You pulled all-nighters for years trying to save the money to buy a starship and bring me to Rhymarra. Now we’re here, and I’m doing well enough, and you’ve moved on to a new project.”

Torian crossed her arms. “Making this space station presentable so folks move here isn’t optional. If we don’t create a colony on Vaesa, we can’t stay here. You won’t stay here.”

“I’m coming around,” Celise said drily, lifting her lemonade. “This place isn’t half bad, and it’s nice to take a break.” Now her tone shifted into serious, I’m-a-doctor mode. “You should try it sometime.”

“Torian?” Nasra called.

“Coming!” Torian scowled at Celise. “Maybe you should spend less time preaching to me, and more time working on a cure with Voranthir. He and Zen are the only ones who stayed behind for a reason.”

Celise’s expression immediately soured. “Yeah. As if him losing the chance to go to a fancy draic event on their home planet was my fucking fault.”

“Tell Zen, not me. I’m busy with plumbing.” Torian rolled her eyes and started after Nasra. Sarcasm dripped from her voice. “Good luck, Doctor!”

Celise flipped her off.

But as Torian climbed into a maintenance hatch below Nasra’s apartment, covering her nose against the strong septic smell, she grudgingly admitted to herself that it would be nice to take a break and let someone else handle this shit.

(Literally.)

But what happened when there was no one else? Torian didn’t have an answer to that.
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